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Author's Notes: 

If you've never listened to the Gin Blossoms, fear not. This tale would probably be even better appreciated 
without knowing the complete personal histories of the band or its members. The only background necessary 
to understand the premise of this story is that founding member Doug Hopkins was dismissed from the band 
in February 1992 due to problems arising from alcohol abuse--or so his bandmates and record label claimed. 
Their first major studio album, New Miserable Experience was released shortly thereafter. Jesse Valenzuela, 
Doug's skateboarding buddy that he personally recruited as rhythm guitarist and vocalist, praised Doug's talent 
as a musician but condemned him in the press as a liability to the up-and-coming band. In doing so, he made a 
bitter enemy out of the man who had once been his closest friend. This story centers on the reunion--and 
the confrontation--that they never had. The lyrics quoted at the beginning of this chapter are from the GB's 
first hit single, Hey Jealousy. 


Cause all | really want is To be with you, 
Feeling like | matter too. 

F | hadnt blown the whole thing years ago, 
| might not be alone.. 


State Route 86 - Southern Arizona 
November I, 1994 


There is no time in the desert. 


Of course there is, Jesse insisted the first time he heard Doug say that. The only time, actually. He only thinks 
of it as the first time now because the words have been repeating themselves in Jesse's head since he first 
started walking and he's been keeping a rhythmic pace with them as if they were the chorus of the last song 
on the radio before the car died. He can't even remember what that song was. All he can hear are those same 


five words, over and over, as his soles scuff the crumbling asphalt in a needlessly perfect tempo. 
No time in the desert.. 
No time in the desert.. 


No time in the desert.. 


Emphasis always on time. His right heel comes down hard on that word with every step. At first he assumed 
it was because of his bruised knee, the way the pain flared down to the ankle and threw his weight off-kilter. 
But soon enough, after the initial pain dulled into a twinging heaviness, he realized it was because the voice in 


his mind was saying that particular word much louder than the others. 
No TIME in the desert.. 
So loud, in fact, that the others are all but drowned by the scattering of gravel kicked aside by Jesse's boots. 


No TIME....No TIME....No TIME...... 


He wishes he could walk loud enough to drown those remaining two words. He brings his boots down harder, 
scuffing the soles, grinding them against the pavement in hopes of hearing the rocks crunch beneath them, 
but all that does is make the pain flare anew and flood his already-flushed face with a prickling hot wave of 
frustration He veers at a deliberate angle as he trudges, steering himself off the pavement entirely and into 
the narrow dusty stretch between the road and the brush. There is looser gravel here, mixed with wind-blown 
bits of dried vegetation and the occasional scattering of broken glass from bottles tossed by passing cars. 
Cars that obviously passed a long fucking time ago, he thinks, because aside from the one that nearly ran him 


over back there, there sure as hell aren't any on the road right now. 


No TIME.. 
"Shut the fuck up," Jesse mutters. 
No TIME. 


Somehow they've only become clearer now. Punctuated, even. As if the voice repeating the mantra wants to 
bring his attention specifically to those two words. He wishes he'd told Doug to shut up the one time that he 
said that phrase out loud instead of humoring him. 


Except that he wasn't humoring him. He was genuinely curious what his friend meant. Well, confused was more 
like it at the time--but with Doug, anything confusing instantly crystallized into curiosity the moment his 
words touched the air. Or at least the moment they entered Jesse's ears. That's just the way it was back 


then. 

Of course there's time in the desert, he replied. There's time everywhere. It doesn't stop just because you 
don't have a clock or a watch or whatever. It doesn't stop when you leave town. It doesn't stop when you 
change climates. It doesn't even stop in outer space, unless you get sucked into a black hole, and all that does 


is warp it. Time never stops. Not even when you're dead. 


Doug just shook his head and smiled. Patiently, serenely, as if he knew it wouldn't be long before his friend 
learned the truth--and learned it the hard way. 


Time sure as shit does stop in the desert, Jesse thinks to himself now. That must be why the voice he's 
hearing in his head belongs to Doug. He was right. Doug was always right about things like this. Things you 
don't realize are true until it's too fucking late to do anything about them. There is no time in the desert. No 
time when you're stranded. No time when you're thirsty. 


No time when you're alone. 


What, dude? Jesse prodded Doug when that damned smile got to be too much. A+ least explain what you mean 


Give a numbskull a break for once. 

He stops walking for a moment as if to better hear the memory of Doug's answer. 

Think about if, Doug said. 

Jesse gave an exaggerated shrug. He'd done enough thinking. He wanted to hear it instead. 

When youre in the desert--really, truly out there in the middle of nothing--you have all the time in the world. 


That's not what you said a minute ago, Jesse protested. You said-- 


--That there's no time in the desert. Exactly. When you have all the time in the world, the concept of time 
disappears entirely. No time. Get it now, numbskull? NO. TIME. 


Jesse trudges back onto the pavement and starts walking again. NO TIME.NO TIME.NO TIME. He picks up the 
pace until the words cram together in his ears and almost as suddenly slows down again as the pain flares 


upward into his hip. 
"Yeah," he whispers out loud. "I get it. Finally. Right on. Point fucking taken." 


He begins to hum, trying to replace the relentless chanting with something equally rhythmic to walk to and 
something to help keep his thoughts off Doug, but of course the latter proves hopeless. The first words to 
escape his mouth are the chorus to ‘Horse With No Name: 


"felt good to get out of the rain." Trudge, trudge. "In the desert, you can remember your name." Scuff, 


scuff, scrape. "Cause there ain't no one for to give you no pain." 


He stops humming as his voice dies to a croak--he probably swallowed more dust than he spit out after 
falling on his face back there--only to be replaced with the echo of Doug's /a-/a-las and the swollen thrum of 
E-minor vibrating up his arm as though he were touching a live wire. That's what it felt like whenever he and 
Doug used to jam out to that song. Electric. Not plugged-in electric, but electric like the nerves in their 
fingers. Electric like the synapses in their brains. He remembers closing his eyes and feeling every vessel in his 
body quiver in time with the strings. He remembers opening them to Doug looking straight at him, the hair 
momentarily swept clear of those shimmering dark eyes, and feeling his body tilt forward as slowly and 
naturally as the earth rotating on its axis. The chord hung suspended in the air between them. Doug seemed to 
be tilting too, and all Jesse wanted in that moment, even though he couldn't articulate it in his mind enough to 
acknowledge the thought, was to kiss him. 


Then the headstocks of their guitars clacked together and he was jolted from his trance as the notes abruptly 
dissolved. Jesse laughed. It sounded as strained and croaky as his voice does now. What are we, cowboys? he 


joked. Come on Pull out some of that new shit you've been working on Lets play that instead 
A breeze kicks up along the road, plucking the empty Styrofoam cup from Jesse's hand. It goes skittering 
across the asphalt into the dirt. Jesse curses under his breath and bends to retrieve it. But as soon as he 


stands up again, the horizon tilts violently and flashing blue pinpoints of light speckle the corners of his vision 


"Fuck," he whispers again as he instinctively folds his knees and sinks to his ass to keep from outright falling on 


it. The empty, dust-steaked interior of the cup tells him exactly why before he even thinks to ask 
Dehydration. 


That's why he's dizzy. That's why his hands are tingling even though he hasn't strummed a chord or even held 
a guitar in days. He wants to get up and keep walking but knows he should sit and rest. At least for a few 


minutes. Conserve some energy. Maybe someone will come driving by and see him sitting there pathetically by 
the side of the road with his red plastic gas can and his dirt-caked clothes and check to see if he's all right. 
That, or they'll be too short and blind to see him and plow straight into him like that old lady in the enormous 
fucking Plymouth almost did. 


Oh well. At least he'd be out of his misery that way. That damn chant would finally be out of his mind. The 


desert would be as quiet as it's supposed to be. 


Jesse pulls the gas can into his lap, curls his arms around it, and lowers his face into a much-welcome 


darkness. 


To be continued. 


- Dos - 


Author's Notes: 

Thank you so much to those who gave the first chapter a go despite having little or no prior knowledge of the 
band. Your faith in me as a writer is all the inspiration | need (and then some). This chapter is dedicated to 
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on the previous chapter. | can't tell you how much that meant, especially as | was rereading the story and 
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Once again, the quoted lyrics are from "Hey Jealousy.” There is a video link in the author notes for chapter |. 


There are no dreams in the desert. 


If there are, Jesse reasons, they are merely the dreams of the blind and the not-yet-born. Dark, 
dimensionless, both weightless and crushingly heavy all at once. 


He cannot move. Cannot lift his head or reach out or stand up or run away. And he sure as hell wants to, 
because he can sense something gravitating toward him in the blackness. He can feel its mass parting the 
formless oceans of space, its shape growing more distinct as it approaches even without the light to contrast 
and define it. He can feel its shadow growing longer and sharper in the nonexistent sun He knows when that 


shadow has fallen over him, because the air chills and thickens and the sounds of the desert dissolve as 


though the shadow were a blanket. Or a shroud. Or the lid of a coffin. 


Before Jesse can ask himself why he would draw such comparisons, he hears the unmistakable buzzing of 
flies--first the droning hum of a nearby swarm, then the tiny, shrill bullet-whiz as one zooms past his ear. He 
is helpless to swat it. Helpless to shake it off the back of his neck when it alights on the bare skin. He can't 
even tighten his fist when another glances off his knuckles. The vague droning grows closer, louder, before 
slowly resolving itself into the static warble of an old radio. He has no way of telling whether the flies are 
suddenly buzzing in tune or whether he is hearing the song in his own mind. He must be, because now he can 
hear the words as clear as day, and the fact that they are words he knows by heart does nothing to comfort 


him. 
„Tomorrow we can drive around this town.. 


He feels the sweat turn cold on his neck. His lungs contract in on themselves and a prickling wave of panic 


rushes through him, as if his blood were filled with cactus quills or broken glass. 


„let the cops chase us around. 
It's the wrong tempo. 

the past is gore.. 

The wrong tone. 

but something might be found. 
The wrong cadence. 

to take its place.. 


And the wrong fucking words. 


It's the wrong person singing the song. Singing the wrong words on purpose. Singing them to tease him, to mock 
him, to make him cringe at the sound of his own name and scream to be left alone. But he can't. He can't 
move to cover his ears. He can't so much as whisper a plea or a protest. He can't even wake himself up 


because he no longer believes that he's dreaming. 

„hey, Jesse.. 

But it has to be a dream. It has to be. There's no other way he could be hearing that voice. 

„hey, Jesse.. 

No other way he could get away from it either. 

"HEY JESSE!" 

His head snaps up and his eyes fly open in an instant. At first he sees nothing but the empty desert road 
before him. The glaring sun, the azure sky, the tumbleweeds and cacti shimmering in the heat rising off the 
asphalt. Everything just as it was before he closed his eyes. He rubs the back of his neck, wincing but hardly 
surprised by the stiffness, and turns it cautiously from side to side. Still nothing. Nothing that wasn't already 
there before he fell asleep. He must have fallen asleep, Jesse assures himself, because now he can see and 


move again. And if he fell asleep, then he also must have been dreaming. 


Thank fuck. That means it was all in his head. The voice. The song. The last shout still ringing in his ear. It 


means that Jesse is still alone. It means that..he.the one whose name he can't bring himself to even think right 


now, was not really there. 

Of course he's not really there, Jesse reminds himself. That would be stupid. 
It would also be impossible. Absolutely fucking imposs-- 

"Yo, Jesse!" 

His lungs implode. 

So does his heart, from the sudden stabbing feel of it. 


‘Over here," calls the voice, although by then Jesse's body has already twisted itself in half to follow the 
sound. A wheezing gasp is his only reply, nearly drowned by the frenzied drum solo of his own pulse and the 
scrabbling of boot soles in the gravel as Jesse struggles to right himself. The strangely nonchalant voice in the 
back of his mind tells him it's a good thing he's so dehydrated right now. Otherwise he would be pissing his 
pants. 


"What's the hurry?" Doug says, smiling, hands in his pockets, ambling effortlessly through the brush with 


those mile-long legs of his. "Got a bus to catch?" 
What the fuck--? 


Jesse's lips move uselessly around the words. He manages to find his footing just as Doug reaches the edge of 
the road and promptly loses it again as his heel catches the asphalt. Pain flares up through his wrists as his 
palms strike the pavement. He ignores it, scuttling backward on all fours like a crab and filling the air with 
ragged gasping breaths. One hand comes down on something smooth and cylindrical. It crunches in on itself like 
an eggshell, but not before it rolls from beneath Jesse's palm and drops him flat on his back. His skull thuds 
against the pavement. The cloudless sky whirls above his head. 


"Have a nice trip,” Doug chuckles. "See ya next fall." 

What are you, twelve years old? --says the voice deep in Jesse's mind, which in its fear-scrambled state has 
apparently conjured the memory of the last time Jesse stumbled over something (his amplifier cable, he 
thinks) and Doug made that same stupid joke. By the time the thought has tumbled through his head, Doug is 
already standing over him in the middle of the road. Already reaching down to help him up. 

A fly lands in the middle of Jesse's forehead. 


"You're not here," he finally manages to croak. 


"Oh really?" The hand withdraws as Doug cartoonishly scratches his head. "If I'm not here, where am | then?" 


"Tempe," Jesse replies without even thinking. He doesn't have to think about that one. It's true. It's a goddamned 
fucking fact. 


"No l'm not." 
"Yes you are!" 


Doug rolls his eyes. Or at least Jesse assumes he does, because even though Doug's Joey Ramone hair is 
plastered halfway down his face as usual, that's exactly what he would do right now. 


"How can | be two places at once?" 

You tell me. Give a numbskull a break for once. 

"You're not here," Jesse says again, louder and with a distinctly angry edge this time. He refuses to take the 
hand offered him. Not because he expects his own hand to pass right through it--although that's what would 
happen with a mirage, wouldn't it?--but because he wants Doug to get the point. He doesn't want the help. 
Doesn't need it. Doesn't want Doug to see him lying helplessly on his ass and sure as shit doesn't want Doug to 
be the one to lift him up. Not again. Never again. 

"Then at least explain how we're having this conversation" 

"Think about it," Jesse retorts as he gets to his feet at last. 


Doug gives him an exaggerated shrug as if to say, /ve done enough thinking | want to hear it instead 


"You're in my head" Jesse taps his temple, surprised by how tender it suddenly is even though that wasn't 


the part that struck the pavement. "You're not real. You're some kind of fucking mirage." 

‘Ooh..a mirage!" Doug whispers the word mockingly and wiggles his fingers. 

"Yeah, a mirage. That's what happens in the desert. That's what happens when you've been walking for miles in 
the hot goddamn sun and you're dehydrated. You start seeing shit that isn't there!" Jesse glances down at 
something lying in the road and realizes it's what sent him sprawling just now. His Styrofoam cup. Completely 
crushed and useless now. "That's just fucking great," he snaps. "See that? Look what you made me dol" 

"Hey," Doug says, seemingly oblivious to his friend's temper, "I recognize that cup. Did you get that from-—" 
"Yeah, | got it from the same fucking place." The same place we stopped three years ago on this same fucking 
day, he almost adds, although it's obvious Doug already knows or he wouldn't have asked the question like that. 


He already knows because he's a figment of Jesse's imagination. "Like you even have to ask." 


"Dia de los Muertos." 


The words send a chill down Jesse's back. He watches Doug bend down and reach slowly for the cup, his 
fingers smudged black at the tips the way they used to get when he would sit around scrawling lyrics in cheap 
magic marker. Sometimes he wouldn't wash them for days at a time. Jesse always thought it made Doug look 
like a hobo. Or a corpse. He swallows back the bile that rises at the thought and swipes the cup clear of 
Doug's grasp. 


"You never did tell me why they're called sugar skulls." Doug points at the colorful design on the ruined 


Styrofoam. "Or why they're all painted up like that" 

‘lm sure you already know," Jesse mutters. He remembers the books in Jesse's apartment back in Tempe. All 
kinds of books. Books on subjects you'd never think a guy like Doug would understand, let alone be interested in, 
if all you did was look at him. Poetry, philosophy, history, art. His place looked more like a university 
professor's office than the crash pad of a half-broke guitarist. But Doug did have a sociology degree. He told 
Jesse once that he'd planned to teach if he hadn't become a musician. "You probably know more about that 
shit than | do." 

"Yeah, but | wanted to hear it from you." 

The sudden poignancy in Doug's voice throws Jesse momentarily off guard before he reminds himself he's 
heard that tone before. This is all cobbled together from memory, after all. This conversation is coming purely 
from his own crazy head. 

"Why?" he asks in spite of himself. 

Doug laughs softly and poses himself, shifting his weight onto one gangly leg and hooking his thumbs into his 
belt loops like a cowboy. That's when Jesse realizes his friend is wearing that old black western shirt with the 
red roses. And his bolo tie. Same outfit as when Jesse last saw him. 

Jesus fucking Christ. 

"Because I'm just a dumbass gringo," Doug replies. "You're the one who grew up around this stuff" 

"We grew up in the same place," Jesse reminds him. 


"You know what | mean, Pancho." 


He gives Jesse a playful slap to the arm. Playful, but hard enough to hurt. Jesse reflexively rubs his shoulder 


before he realizes the implication. The look on his face must say it all because Doug grins appreciatively. 
"See? Would you have felt that if | was just a mirage?" 


Jesse doesn't know what to say. He feels vaguely nauseous now, and not just from the heat and the empty 


stomach. 

"How ‘bout this?" Doug teases and reaches out to flick Jesse's earlobe. 
"Stop it! What, are you twelve years old?" 

"Or what about..THIS!" He gives Jesse's nipple a quick little twist. 


"Ow, man!" Jesse hauls off and shoves Doug, hard enough to send him stumbling back a few steps but not 
hard enough to make him dissolve into thin air as he'd hoped. "Fuck off. I'm not kidding!" 


"Ha-ha. Can't shove a mirage. Guess that means you're wrong and I'm actually here." 


Jesse flexes his fists, tempted to punch Doug if his hands weren't so weak and tingly right now. He looks over 
at the empty red gas can lying on its side in the dirt. Would it do any good to try braining him with it? Would 
it be heavy enough to do any real damage or at least hurt enough to piss him off so he'd leave? Jesse's had 
dreams like that, where he's being attacked by vicious stray dogs and he grabs whatever's closest--usually a 
guitar, sometimes a coffee mug--and starts hitting them so hard and so relentlessly that they either run off 
or drop dead from their injuries. Thats always when Jesse wakes up, and the sickness over having done 
something so brutal to another living creature is invariably edged out by the power and invincibility he feels. 
The satisfaction The sense of accomplishment. Is that what would happen if he tried it now? Would he wake up 
victorious from this ridiculous fucking nightmare? Or would he only make it worse for himself? 


"Okay, so maybe you're not a mirage." 

"Now you're coming around" 

Wish to fuck | was, Jesse thinks. 

"You're a hallucination" 

"Gee, that's an improvement" 

"| almost got hit by a car," Jesse protests, even angrier now that he has to explain himself to justify what's 
supposed to be completely obvious. "A big old piece-of-shit Plymouth. It wasn't even going that fast, and | 
thought they'd have to stop if | stood in the middle of the road and waved the gas can around. How the fuck 
can you miss something like that?" 

"Are you complaining that they hit you or that they missed you?" Doug snickers. 


"Shut up. My point is that you'd have to be blind not to see me." 


"What was it, some hundred year old man?" 


"Hundred year old lady. Too short to see over the wheel. All| caught was the top of her head before | had to 


dive out of the way. She didn't even slow down" 
"Dude. That's fucking pathetic’ 

"| knowl" 

"OF all the ways to be taken out. Mowed down by someone's sweet little granny.” 
"Fuck you. Do you even care?" 


Doug pats him on the shoulder again before Jesse can flinch away. "Course | do. | always have. Just thought 
after all this time you might've learned to take a joke." 


"Maybe you're just not funny.” 


‘Seems not. Or maybe you're just remembering me wrong, being that I'm supposedly a hallucination and all. 


Sure wouldn't be the first time." 


Jesse narrows his eyes, pretending to squint into the sun. He doesn't want Doug to see them glistening after 


that last remark. Just because he's not real doesn't mean his words don't fucking hurt. 

"Anyway, | get the point," Doug continues. "You dove out of the way, hit the ground, probably bumped your 
head and gave yourself a concussion. On top of that it's ninety degrees and you've walked a good five miles in 
the blazing sun with no water. Your brain's fried. Your body's slowly shutting down on you. ls that what you 
were going to say?" 


Everything except my body shutting down. Thanks for that, asshole. One more thing to worry about 


"Yeah. Which means you're nothing but a bunch of neurochemicals or whatever they're called overloading my 


brain" 

"Neurochemicals is right. Or neurotransmitters. Either one." 
"Great. Thanks, professor." 

"Any time." 


"And just becouse you touched me and | felt it doesn't mean I'm not imagining it. Hallucinations can be touchy 


too. 


"| think you mean tactile." 


Jesse glares. 
"Sorry," Doug says. "Go on 


"Tactile. Whatever. It's like when schizophrenics think there's bugs under their skin because they can feel 


something crawling around in there that isn’t actually real. How is this any different?" 
‘I'd be happy to tell you but | can see there's no point in arguing." 
"Damn right there isn't!" 


Doug rocks idly back and forth on his heels, the way he used to when he was bored or anxious to get started 
practicing and the other guys were taking too long tuning their guitars. 


"So you don't want to hear where | actually came from?" 

Already told you, Jesse is tempted to say, but he too knows there's no point in arguing. 

"Let me guess. You just came strolling out of the desert" 

"Wrong! 

"Because that's sure what it looked like." 

"How would you know?" Doug teases. "You were asleep. Actually, it looked like you were sitting there huffing gas 
fumes. Kinda scared me for a second. You didn't wake up when | was singing and | thought you'd passed out. Or 


worse. That's why | yelled in your ear." 


This time Jesse manages to fight back the chills. Much easier to do when you realize it's just good old- 
fashioned psychosis. 


"So where, then?" 

"Like you said. Tempe." 

‘| mean, how'd you get here?" 
‘| hitchhiked." 


"Hitchhiked. Really. With who?" 


Doug stops rocking, a placid grin stretching across his eternally pale face. 


"With you." 


To be continued. 


- Tres - 
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lyrics are deeply soulful and poignant. 


"Wha--" Jesse turns instinctively toward his car, forgetting for a second that it's fuck knows how many miles 
east of here and obviously out of sight. Even so, he can see the passenger seat clearly in his mind, empty 
save for a couple of burger wrappers and the smashed remains of the sunglasses he tossed through the 
window before embarking on his epic gas-and-pay-phone quest. At no point today was Doug or anybody sitting 
beside him as he drove. It's been almost three years since Doug was in his car, period. "What do you mean, 


hitchhiked?" 
"Is when somebody--" 


"Yeah, | know what hitchhiking means! I'm asking how you could have been doing it with me when | sure as hell 


didn't pull over and pick you up. 

"Easy," Doug says. "I was in the back seat the whole time" 
"No you weren't! 

"Yuh-huh: 


"When the hell did you..?" 


"Right before you left Robin's place this morning. | climbed in, made myself as comfortable as | could in the 
middle of all that junk, and chilled the whole way here." He feigns a yawn and an exaggerated stretch. "I 
probably should've said something when it started to sound like you were running on fumes, but | didn't want 
to scare you and make you swerve off the road." 


"You were hiding in the back seat the entire time?" 
"That's what | said." 
Jesse gapes at him, not even sure where to start. 


"Okay, first of all, that's not hitchhiking. That's stowaway-ing. Or stowing away. Or whatever the fuck you want 
to call it! Hitchhiking is when you put out your thumb and--" 


"Duh. | know what it means too." 
"Then why did you use it the wrong way just now?" 


"Jesus." Doug shakes his head. "I get that you're freaked out, but | don't remember you being so tedious. Is 
this why Robin's been spending so much time with Scotty lately? Because this is what it's like trying to talk to 


you?" 


"That's it." Jesse mutters. He reaches down and grabs the handle of the gas can, imagining the blurred red 
arc it would cut through the air right before it connected hollowly with Doug's head. But he barely so much 
as lifts it off the ground before stars burst across his vision and he staggers just to keep his balance. It 
takes several slow deep breaths before the dizziness dissipates and Jesse remembers what he was about to 
say. "To answer your question, no. That's not why Robin and Scotty are..you know. Its because Robin." he trails 
off, a different kind of pain seeping into his chest now and thickening the walls of his throat. Low blow, man 
That was a low fucking blow and | shouldn't even be dignifying it. "Because Robin is Robin. That's just how it goes." 


"Yeah. Good old Robin. Rockin’ Robin.tweet, tweet-a-leet!" Doug snickers, but instead of singing the rest of that 
old familiar ditty, he gives Jesse a sympathetic look. "Robin may be a lot of things, but at least he's consistent. 
At least he's predictable. You know he's a slut. You know he's full of himself. You know he's flaky as fuck. | 
can't give the asshole too much flack just for being himself. You, on the other hand." 


"Me, what?" 


Youre a two-faced lar, Jesse. That's what you are. A lar and a coward. You can't even be honest with yourself 


but | hoped you'd at least be honest with me. 


"You should know better than that. Trusting someone like Robin will only get you screwed in the end. And not in 


a good way." 


"Look, he didn't lie to me. He just..we just." Jesse sighs. Every word bleeds more energy from his body and 
makes his throat clench even tighter. "We wanted different things, obviously. That's all." 


Doug snorts. "So what else is new?" 
"Fuck. Can we please not talk about this?" 
"Talk about what?" 


About me changing my mind way back when. As if | dont have a right not fo want fo do something F you really 
cared how | felt back then, you would have fucking dealt with it lke a grown man and respected me for being 
honest. | never lied fo you, Doug Not about that 


"Robin" It comes out sounding bitter but the name feels good leaving Jesse's mouth. Something substantial to 
wrap his parched lips around. Something that gives him the excuse to growl. "Why the hell would you bring up 
Robin if there's nothing but bad blood between you two?" 


"Maybe | was trying to commiserate," Doug offers. "What do you do when you see history repeating itself? 
You either call the person out for being a fool or you give them a little sympathy if you think they deserve it. 
| already did the first, so | figured | would try the second. Clearly my mistake." 


"This whole fucking conversation is a mistake." 


For a moment, Doug is silent. The breeze lifts the bangs from his eyes and Jesse turns away just in time to 
avoid whatever expression it would have revealed. He can't take it right now. Not the sadness. Not the 
resentment. Not the apathy. Not even the acceptance. Somehow that last one would be the worst, although 
Jesse doesn't know why and sure as hell doesn't want to try to figure it out. Instead he toys with the nozzle 
on the gas can. Maybe there are still fumes inside. Maybe he could knock himself out. Whatever dreams or 


hallucinations may come couldn't possibly be worse than this. 

Wanna bet? sneers the voice in the back of his mind. 

"Then what would you rather talk about?" Doug finally says. His voice is soft. Flat. Patient in a defeated sort of 
way. Jesse is both grateful and frustrated at the same time. Maybe it would be better to let Doug keep 


picking at old wounds. Better as in more fair. Maybe | deserve it, he says to himself. 


"| would rather keep walking. At least we'll be that much closer to a gas station" He catches himself. "I'll be 


that much closer." 
"That mean you don't want company?" 


"Do | have a choice in the matter?" 


"Technically." Doug rubs his chin in a professorly way, "no. Not if I'm a hallucination, because hallucinations are 
involuntary. We can't choose what we hallucinate about, although it could be argued that how you respond to a 
hallucination like me says a lot about you as a person We also can't will hallucinations away. The only thing we 


can really do is keep a clean conscience to begin with so that our hallucinations have nothing to use against us. 
"A simple 'no' would have been fine." 

"So you'd rather go trudging through the desert all alone?" 

Jesse turns away and continues walking. 

‘Guess there's my answer.” 


Jesse pays no attention at first. He walks as briskly as he can, lengthening his stride as much as his bruised 
knee will allow. The entire leg has grown stiff since Doug showed up. Pins and needles shoot through his foot 
with every step and there's a constant sharp pain now at the top of the shin He must have aggravated the 
injury trying to scuttle away from Doug. Jesse grits his teeth and defiantly marches on. No sense in dwelling 
on what's already done, he reminds himself. No sense in blaming a goddamned hallucination for his present 
suffering. If anything, he should smack himself upside the head. That's where Doug came from, after all. That's 
what he meant by hitchhiking. 


He isn't sure what makes him stop in his tracks. Maybe it's because the breeze has died down again and his 
footsteps sound lonesome and uncomfortably hollow in its wake. Or maybe its because Doug actually had a 
point. Maybe a hallucination is better company than none at all. Especially when he has no idea how long he'll be 


walking by himself. 


He turns around, expecting Doug to be a good ten yards back. Instead he's right there. Not even two steps 
behind. If Jesse weren't so exhausted, his heart would probably lurch or a gasp escape his mouth. 


Please tell me | havent already gotten used to the nonexistent fucker. 

"Well, come on then," he mutters. "You obviously would have anyway." 

"Much obliged," Doug replies in that exaggerated cowboy drawl. 

They fall into step, into a rhythm that comes far too easily for Jesse's comfort. He wonders if Doug, who 
looms over him by a good half-foot that's all in his legs, is having to slow his stride on purpose so that Jesse 
can keep up. He looks the other way, trying to make it clear that he either doesn't notice or doesn't care. He 


doesn't want to have to thank Doug for the courtesy because Doug's not even supposed to be here. 


ISNT here, Jesse corrects himself. ‘nt here. lnt here. Isn't here. Get it straight. You're losing your fucking mind 
and that's all there is to it. Maybe if you keep ignoring him, you'll forget about him and he'll simply go away. 


"So why me?" Jesse asks--and immediately wants to kick himself. 
"Why you, what?" Doug says. 

"Why are you following me?" 

"As opposed to who?" 


"| don't know." Obviously not Robin, Jesse figures. Doug fucking hates Robin. The last time they saw each 
other, Doug punched Robin in the face. "Bill, | guess. Why aren't you bothering Bill right now?" 


"Well, if we're going with your hallucination theory, then it's a pretty simple answer. Bill didn't clunk his head on 
the ground back there. You did." 


"Right." Jesse nods emphatically as if to convince himself that it's a satisfactory answer. Never mind 
satisfactory. It's the only answer. 


So why doesn't he believe it? 


"But if you want the truth," Doug continues, “and you look beyond the fact that Bill and | already settled our 


differences, its because Bill isn't the one who's been looking for me." 

Jesse turns and gapes at him. "What do you mean, looking for you?" 

"You know what | mean" 

"That was last year, man!" 

"No it wasn't," Doug says patiently. 

"Yes it was!" Now Jesse's heart is pounding. His breath is coming out in pained little huffs. He knows he should 
slow down and shut his mouth and not dehydrate himself even further by drying his tongue in the desert air. 
"If you're talking about me going to your shows and stopping by your place, then yeah, it was last fucking 
year! And now it's ancient history." 

‘Obviously not that ancient if its still on your mind" 

"You know what? Just forget it. Forget | even asked." 


"You're the one who brought it up." 


"And now I'm the one shutting it down" 


‘Oh yeah?" Doug catches Jesse's sleeve and brings him to a halt. "If it's ancient history, then how come you 
keep telling people that you wish you could go back and make things right?" 


"What the f--no/ | never said anything like that!" 

"Bull. Shit" The words slice the air between them, Doug's breath cold and sour against Jesse's lips. "You can 
say whatever you want to the label and the press and they'll believe you just like they always do, but you 
cannot lie to my face and expect me to do the same. Especially when | was right there. Especially when | heard 
every word you said." 

This time the chill trickles all the way from Jesse's skull to the soles of his feet. 

"How could you have--" 

Doug taps him between the eyes with a bony finger. 

"Oh," Jesse breathes. "Right. Yeah. Because you're in my head." 


"Or so it seems." 


Jesse's lips move fruitlessly. There's no denying it. Not to Doug and not to himself. Not when the two of them 


are one and the same. 

"So here | am," Doug says, arms spread as if taking the stage. "You wanted to see me? Wanted to say 
something to me? Here | am. It took me a while because | wasn't sure you deserved another chance, but then | 
saw how bad things got last night and | figured, hell--its been almost a year. People change. Let him get it off 
his chest. That's why | followed you. That's why | got in your car." 

Jesse sighs. He squints, turns away, and drags the back of his hand across his eyes. 

Fuck. 

This isn't what crazy is supposed to feel like. That's not what delusions are supposed to say. 

"Speaking of your car--" Doug gives the gas can a playful thwack! with the back of his hand, as if his sudden 
loud sing-songy tone wasn't jarring enough. "How come you're still driving that old piece of shit? It's not like 
you can't afford something better. Something with..oh, | don't know..a gas gauge that actually works." 


"Shut up," Jesse mutters. 


It comes out half-heartedly, almost playfully, as if they were having the conversation three years ago on 
their first westward journey along Route Bb. It almost feels that way for a second. The laughter in Doug's 


voice. The bright teasing carelessness of their words. He feels like he could close his eyes and have it be 199 
again. Dia de los Muertos. The day after Halloween Hung-over, stuffed with candy, but still raring to go. Back 
when the album (and the shit that came crashing down while they were recording it) was all still a distant plan 
and the only thing they cared about was hitting the road and getting lost on purpose. 

"You should write a song about it," Doug says. 


"About what?" 


"Your car, dumbass. You driving around in that ugly old beater you can't bring yourself to part with because 


you love it so much. All the thoughts going through your head while you're cruising." 
Jesse feels a smile twitch at the corners of his mouth. 
"Now that you mention it, | was--" 


"But how would it go?" Doug asks. "Maybe something like, ‘I'm looking back on things I've done. | can't forget the 
stupid ones. It seems | do my best by accident." 


The smile drops away in an instant. "Hey. Those are--" 


"Or how about this? ‘| miss his feel, his touch, his taste. | feel the distance every place. This distance can't be 


taken casually." 


"Those are my lyrics, manl" Jesse feels his face go hot, his fingers ball into fists. "They're my fucking lyrics. 
That's MY song you're singing!" 


"Never said it wasn't. | was just repeating what | heard." 
"You didn't even get the words right. Its not HIS touch, it's her touch!" 
Doug's lips widen in a bitter smirk. "Not when you first wrote it down, it wasn't” 


"Leave my fucking song alone! Okay? Can you give me that much? It's not even finished yet and it's certainly 


not yours To sing.” 


"Now you know how it feels." 


To be continued. 
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The words echo in the silence between them, broken only by the drone of a fly hovering near Jesse's eye. He 
swipes clumsily. His ragged thumbnail nicks the skin just below his brow. 


"Relax," Doug says. "It's not like I'm gonna steal your song. Not like I'd want to anyway. | could write a better 
song blacked-out drunk. In fact, | have. Many times." 


No shit, Jesse wants to say. Nice to hear you admit it. The drunk part, that is 
"You're still an asshole, | see." 

“Takes one to know one," Doug retorts. 

| never dissed your songs--even when everything else went to hell” 

"That's because my songs were always good" 

"What | meant is | never sunk to that level." 

‘Oh really?" 

"Yeah, really. That was a low blow." 


"No. It was constructive criticism. It means | care enough about you to say something. Would you rather | 


pretend its good? Let you settle for mediocrity like you usually do?" 
I'd rather you just shut up," Jesse replies. "Can you not take a hint?" 


"Can you not take your own advice?" Doug mockingly echoes his tone. "You're the one standing here talking to 
your imaginary friend. Me personally, I've never been fond of one-sided conversations. Maybe if YOU shut up 


I'd do likewise. Did you think of that?" 


"You know | did. You probably heard me think it" 


"Well then practice what you preach for once." 


Jesse's lips contract into the toothy sneer of an F. His mouth can't seem to decide between fine! and Fuck you! 
as a response and his brain knows better than to prove Doug's point so quickly and so blatantly. Instead he lets 
his cheeks deflate. Lets the bitter breath escape into the open air. He throws out his arms in an exaggerated 
shrug that brings the gas can crashing back down against his wounded knee and turns away, no longer able to 
keep from hobbling as he walks. Now his ribs hurt. His chest hurts too. Not from the bruises or the exertion, 
but from the guilt of having argued. The grief over words that can never be taken back because they've 
already inflicted their wounds. 


What are you doing? he asks himself. Doug is right. You wanted another chance and here it is. You wanted to fell 
him you were sorry and here he is. Why are you wasting this opportunity? Why are you taking him for granted? 
ust because he’s all in your mind? Don't you realize thats better than nothing? Don't you know this is as close as 
you're ever gonna get? 


Jesse trudges to a stop. There's another song playing in his head. It's one of Doug's songs, but for some 


reason he hears it in his own voice this time. 
‘You wanted to be where you are..though it looked much better from afar. 


That's why, he thinks. Because it wasn't supposed to be like this. Not just the hallucination part, but the 
conversation itself. Every time Jesse approached Doug in Tempe after they kicked him out of the band, he 
always had the words lined up in his mind. He always knew exactly what he wanted to say. He even told himself 
that he was ready for Doug to throw it back in his face or punch him like he did Robin or even just turn and 
walk away again. He could take it. He was prepared for anything. Except that whenever the moment came and 
Doug finally looked his way, the old anger flooded back into Jesse's body and those forgiving words evaporated 
from his lips like spilled booze. Invariably he threw his money down on the table. Invariably he walked away. 
What he really wanted was one more chance to prove to himself that he could approach Doug and have the 
strength to stay. Not for Doug to approach him--and sure as hell not for Doug to sneak into his car or into 
his head or whatever the fuck you call whats happening right now. This is not how it was supposed to go. 


Too fucking bad, says Doug. The actual memory of Doug--not Delusion Doug. May as well suck it up and deal 
with it because its all you've got. 


"You're right," Jesse murmurs. 
"What's that?" Doug cups a hand around his ear like a deaf old man. "Speak up, dipwad! Can't hear you!" 
"| said you're right. I'm sorry. Now how about we just keep walking?" 


His companion comes loping over to join him, lips curved into a gentle smirk. 


"Think you can make it or do | have to carry your ass?" 


"Don't think you could if you wanted to," Jesse says, smiling in a vain attempt to keep the sadness out of his 


Voice. 
"Who says | want to?" 
"Dunno, man. You brought it up." 


They walk silently on, Doug ambling and Jesse scuffling, for an unmeasurable amount of time. Jesse keeps his 
eyes to the ground most of the way, watching their shadows to see if they lengthen. That way he might be 
able to tell how long they've been at it or how much ground they've covered. It surprised him at first that 
Doug even cast a shadow until he reminded himself that his friend is merely a hallucination, not a vampire. He 
smiles again at the thought. Then the memory of the dream creeps into his mind. That thick choking darkness. 
That long heavy shadow. He tries to tell himself that it must have been Doug approaching him from the 
desert but can't seem to imagine the outline of that familiar gangly shape. Instead he envisions something 


much taller, much thinner, much less distinct but no less familiar. 
The Grim Reaper. The Angel of Death. 
Santa Muerte. 


Jesse lets out the breath he wasn't aware he'd been holding and wipes the gritty sweat from his eyes. His 
temples are throbbing in time with his heart. Like a pair of kick drums. Enough of that morbid shit, he tells 
himself. The only reason he's imagining it is because there was a cardboard cut-out at the bodega where he 
bought the soda in the Dia de los Muertos cup. A skeleton with a hood and a long black shroud. It had red 
painted flowers on its cheekbones. Red flowers like the ones on Doug's black shirt. Gin blossoms, he remembers 
thinking, and feeling the lump thicken in his throat even as he chuckled at the association He had to make a 
conscious effort to push the figure from his mind as he left the store. He told himself not to take it as a sign. 


But then how else was he supposed to take it? Why was he trying not to be reminded of things past? He was 
the one purposely embarking on the same journey he'd taken with Doug three years before, after all. He wasn't 
just aware there might be signs. He was out here looking for them. 


"you wanted to be where you are, though it looked much better from afar." 


Jesse cups a hand over his eyes and looks over at Doug, who keeps right on singing, his cool, steely gaze fixed 


on the crest of a hill that Jesse didn't even realize they'd been climbing. 
"the hillside in shadow, between the people and the stars." 


He glances over at Jesse at last. It's an expectant look, but all Jesse can do is shake his head and inhale dust 


through his parched lips. 


"What?" he finally says. 
"Come on. You know the chorus." 
"You want me to..sing?" 


"Better you than Robin," Doug says with a shrug. "Not to speak of the devil. You just always had a nicer voice, 
that's all. I'd rather you be the one singing my songs.’ 


Jesse swallows against the lump in his throat. If he had any lingering doubt as to whether Doug was a figment 
of memory, there it went. They had this exact conversation five years ago. Practically word for word. 


Apparently insanity is nothing but a neverending loop of the past replaying itself. 
"I'm no front man," Jesse says once again 

"You should be," Doug replies. Once again 

"Doesn't matter. It's already a done deal." 


"Not if you quit and start over with your own band. Do that and you can sing as many of my songs as you 
want. | have a whole bunch that Rockin’ Robin doesn't even know about." 


"| can't," Jesse whispers, unable to bring himself to repeat the rest of the words echoing in his mind. Because / 


already have my own band We can write our own songs "You know that." 
"Do |?" 


"YES!" He shakes his head, much harder this time, as if to dash the very memories to pieces. "Fuck, dude. Am | 


even having this conversation or just remembering it?" 
“That is the question" 

"Well either way, we both know how it ends." 

"True," Doug concedes. "But I'd still like to finish the song." 
“Then finish it" 

"You have to sing the chorus.” 


Jesus Christ. "Why?" 


"Because this isn't a solo act, that's why. And maybe | just want to hear you sing’ 
"You've heard me. Like, literally, thousands of times. 

"You know what | mean" 

Jesse turns away and swipes the tear from his eye before it can fall 

"Doug, man." 

"Hl tell you what, You sing the first two lines and I'll sing the next two. 

"That's it?" 


"Yeah. Unless you want to sing the car song after that" Doug winks--or at least Jesse imagines he does under 
all that hair. "It could definitely use some practice, that's for sure." 


Jesse grins in spite of himself. There he is, finally. The Doug he went looking for all those times but could 
never find. The Doug he actually missed. The Doug he should never have taken that first trip along Route 86 
with. That was when everything changed, when the cracks first appeared that eventually brought them 
tumbling down. But it doesn't matter right now. Here they are again. The past is gone but something might be 
found to take its place. 


"All right, here goes." He clears his throat. "Twelfth night we go after something everyone should know. 
Somewhere in the distance, out of sight." 


"And then | saw," Doug chimes in, "gin mills, rainfall.what do you remember, if at all? Only pieces of the 


night." 

They leave it there to echo into silence. No third verse. No refrain. Both perfectly content to let the rest of 
the song play out in the recording of Jesse's mind. Even there it's loud enough to drown their footfalls and 
quiet the pounding in his ears, at least for a few welcome moments. Then he steps on a crater in the asphalt 


and twists his heel, sending a fresh arrow of pain through the right side of his body. 


Doug catches him by the arm. His fingers are surprisingly cold against Jesse's skin, but Jesse thinks litle of it. 
That's dehydration for you. Shock. Dementia. Nothing feels right and that's just the way it is. 


"Gonna make it there, Pancho?" 
Jesse sighs. "Guess we'll see, won't we?" 


"Hey, listen." Doug loosens his grasp, sliding his ink-smeared palms into his back pockets. "All that stuff | said 


to the magazines about you guys being a yawn fest and a shit parade." 
"Are you about to claim you didn't mean it?" 

"Oh, | meant it" 

Jesse looks down at the pavement. 


"At the time, anyway. | was angry and | was probably pretty wasted. | didn't even remember | said that crap 
until someone at Long Wong's showed me the article." 


It was Robin who showed it to Jesse. They were in the studio at the time. He called Doug a dickhead and balled 
up the clipping and threw it in the trash. Then he stormed off into the bathroom. Scotty stared at the floor, 
his ears red with embarrassment. Bill looked at Jesse and shook his head slowly. None of them said a word. 
"What'd you say when you read it?" Jesse asks. 

"Nothing. | just ordered another beer." 

Of course. 

"So what's your point?" 


"That it really wasn't fair. You guys didn't sound that bad. Especially with Scotty just starting out and all. I've 


heard you play a dozen times since then and you've gotten better with every show." 

Jesse doesn't know what to say. Actually, he has an entire hot pounding skull-full that he wants to say, but he 
doesn't know if now is the right time. Here Doug is apologizing and talking about fairness. Does he really have 
the right to tear him a new one? 


"Thanks. | guess." 


"I didn't mean you as in you, specifically. You've always been the best person | brought into that band. They're 
the ones having to catch up to you." 


"That's really. mean.Doug, why are you even bringing this up? We all knew you were just mouthing off. It 
wasn't a big deal or anything." 


Except that it got under my skin and festered and wrapped itself up in scar tissue, lke a bullet too deep to aig out. 
"You sure?" 


Jesse tightens his grip on the gas can. He shoves the other hand into his pocket so that Doug can't see the 


nails cutting into his palm. 

| mean, yeah, we were pissed off at first, but we got over it" 

Except that all | could hear from that point on were the missed notes and the flat chords All the mistakes. All 
the things we were lacking. All the ways we couldnt measure up to what we used to be. You made me second 
guess every song we've written and every set we've played since then You made me second guess every fucking 
thing | do. 

"All the same, it was a dick thing to say." 

"IFs okay," Jesse murmurs. "I know you didn't really mean it deep down" 

Alcohol is truth serum. Isn't that what you always said? 


‘lm sorry, man" 


The bitter voice in Jesse's mind goes abruptly silent as they reach the crest of the hill. He wipes the sweat 


from his eyes and blinks hard several times to make sure he's really seeing what he thinks he's seeing. 
"Doug..2" 


It's too close to be a mirage. Even with the shimmering waves of heat blurring the edges and obscuring the 


details, Jesse can make out the solid and unmistakable silhouette of a gas station in the valley below. 


To be continued. 
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".is that really there, or have | gone completely fucking batshit?" 


Doug chuckles. There's something cold about the sound Something vaguely ominous, even But Jesse doesn't 


care about his hearing. All he cares about right now are his eyes and whether they're telling him the truth. 
"Dude! Is there a gas station down there or not?" 


‘Oh, there's a gas station down there, all right. I'm surprised you don't recognize it. As for the batshit 


part..consider who you're talking to." 

This is one thing that Jesse doesn't second guess. He doesn't even bother to reply. He breaks into a run, 
propelled by the blessedly downward slope of the road, not caring that he's lurching and hobbling like a 
newborn horse or that every step feels like a sledgehammer to his knee. 

Doesn't matter, he tells himself. Doesn't matter if the leg breaks clean in two as long as it gets him to the gas 
pump. Worst case scenario, he'll have to wait around for someone to give him a ride back to his car. He'll 
probably be out of cash by then but he can repay the kindness in autographs. There's probably a CD or two 
still in the trunk. It only takes one good leg to drive a car. He'll take himself to the hospital. Find out what's 
wrong with his knee. Find out what's wrong with his head. Get some fluids if whatever they have at the gas 
station isn't enough. 

Itll be fine. 

Everything will be fine. 


"Jessel." 


He refuses to turn back at the sound of Doug's voice, strangely distant now and distorted by the whistling 


breeze and pounding pulse into something his ears barely recognize. 
"hang on, man." 


Im sorry, Doug 


Dust rises in a cloud from either side of the road, forcing Jesse to shield his eyes as he runs--first with his 
free hand and then with the gas can itself. He doesn't care that he's running blind now. If he can run crippled, 


he can run anywhere. And it won't be long now. The gas station can't be more than ten yards ahead. 
"come on, Jessel." 


Ím sorry, but Im not stopping. Im not gonna let you hold me back. If | slow down and wait, it might be too late. | 
might never get there. 


"fuck, dude, COME ON!" 


The voice is so far away now that he can't tell whether Doug is pleading with him or egging him on. There's an 
unsettling desperation to its tone. Like fans screaming for a game-winning touchdown not because they want 
their team to make the playoffs but because they just bet their life savings on a victory. He's never heard 
that edge to Doug's voice before. Not even when he-- 


The pavement suddenly fans out into an expanse of gravel and half-buried asphalt. 


it must be the parking lot, he thinks. The parking lot to the gas station | made it. Jesus Christ, | actually fucking 


made-- 
Something heavy and metallic groans above his head. 


Jesse feels his heart fill with lead as he lowers the gas can. He doesn't even have to look up to know what 
made the sound It's an ancient Texaco sign on rusted-out hinges, swaying in the breeze. He knows because he's 
seen it before. He's been here before. He thought he had already driven past this place before the car broke 
down. He didn't know for sure because he was making a point to divert his eyes and look the other way as he 


drove by, but he could have sworn it was further back. He thought he'd traveled a lot further than this. 
"No." he whispers. 


The vacant pumps stand sentinel beneath a skeletal aluminum canopy, their price meters as choked with dust 
as Jesse's throat. The hoses are long gone. The panels have been pried open and most of their innards gutted 
by scrappers. Whatever gasoline remained behind has undoubtedly dissolved into fumes or poisoned the soil 


beneath his feet. 
"No, man..this isn't." 


He turns slowly to the building behind him. Even with its multitude of windows freshly boarded over with 
plywood, its sand-blasted brick fatade is unmistakable. So are the words Out Of Business scrawled in black 
spray paint above the front door. The letters may have faded but their shapes match the ones in Jesse's 


memory like fingerprints. 


"Nol" he grunts, rage rising like bile in his throat. "No, no, no, NO!" 


The gas can slams against the concrete with a hollow crack! His heart sinks even lower at the sound. He'd only 
meant to bounce it off the pavement. He must have underestimated the strength of his anger and his now- 
throbbing shoulder. When he picks it up and sees the long jagged crack running along the base, his vision goes 


red and frustration roars through him like a chainsaw. 
"FUCK!" 


Jesse grabs the handle and swings the can as hard as he can against the corner of the building. He does it 
again and again, faster and faster, sending clouds of dust and shards of red plastic into the air with every 
blow. When his shoulder cramps up, he throws the canister down with every intention of punting it across the 
parking lot. That's when he loses his balance. The toe of his boot connects instead with the pavement. A white- 
hot pain slices through his leg and drops him straight to the ground. He grips his shin with both hands and 
clenches his teeth so hard he half expects his jaw to crack. It feels like he's been shot with an arrow. It feels 
like someone's holding a downed power line directly against his kneecap. It's the worst any part of his body has 
ever hurt in his goddamned life and all Jesse wants to do is scream. 


"FUUUUUUUUUCK II" 

"Whoa there, partner. Just take it easy now.’ 

"Get off mel" Jesse snaps as he feels Doug's hands slide beneath his armpits. They're cold and heavy, like half- 
dried clay, but that isn't what repulses him. It isn't the jokey cowboy drawl. It isn't even that Doug simply 
appeared behind him just now even though the road is wide open and Jesse should have seen him ambling into 
view. No. It's the maddening calm in his old friend's voice. The hint of amusement. The fact that he knew Jesse 
was headed for a dead-end and watched him run straight at it like a mad fool. That wasn't Doug's voice back 
there. He realizes that now. It must have been his own conscience trying to warn him. And he'll be damned if 
he listens to anything else from this point on. 

He'll be double damned if he accepts any further pretense of kindness from someone who isn't even real. 

‘lm trying to help you, numbskull” 

"| don't need your help!" 

Doug shoots a glance at Jesse's hobbled leg. "Could've fooled me." 


If you wanted to help, you should have told me what this place really was." 


"I tried to. But then you broke into your Special Olympics hundred-yard dash and | knew there was no stopping 


you until it was too late." 


"You're a fucking asshole," Jesse mutters. 

"Why?" Doug counters. "Why is any of this my fault? | didn't put this gas station here. | didn't shut it down, | 
didn't tell you to go driving through the desert in your busted-ass car when there's literally nothing else 
around for fifty miles. Why am | the asshole, Jesse? Huh? Riddle me that" 

At least he sounds more like the old Doug now. As if that's somehow a consolation. 


"| don't know. I'm just--" 


"Hurt? Tired?" Doug pushes out his lip in a mock pout. "Well join the club, you big crybaby. Suck it up. And try 
taking some fucking responsibility for once." 


"Responsibility for what? | didnt ask for any of this to happen either" 

"Oh really? You made the choice to come out here. Choices have consequences, you know." 

"Look who's talking” 

Doug shakes his head and turns as if to talk away. 

"Where are you going?" 

"Oh, so now you want me to stay?" 

The Texaco sign creaks mournfully overhead 

"Well? Which is it? Fuck off or come back?" He steps between Jesse and the sun, casting his face into darkness 
and a long cold shadow over his wounded friend. For a moment he looks just like that figure in the store. Santa 


Muerte. The reaper himself, right there in the flesh. "Better make up your mind one of these days." 


"All | said was get off me." Jesse's voice is thin and papery, barely audible over the groaning metal. "Not go 
away completely. Stop making this more than it is." 


"Fair enough." The figure steps aside and suddenly he's Doug again, all shaggy brown hair and beaky nose and 
long gangling limbs. There's a smirk on his face. Half bitter, half affectionate. Just like the old Doug. This time 
its actually comforting. At least compared to the nightmare glimpses that keep creeping into the back of 
Jesse's mind. "You'd think we'd get along better, considering how much we actually have in common" 


"Maybe that's why we didn't" 


The smirk widens into a grin. "Good point." 


‘lm not kidding, man. Where are you going?" 


Doug stops mid-stride and gestures toward the back of the building. "To see if we can get in the same way we 
did last time." 


To be continued. 


- Seis - 


Author's Notes: 
Dedicated with sincere appreciation to speakingez, whose last few reviews have inspired me to keep up the 
momentum even when the muses seemed to be dragging their feet. We haven't even gotten to the (truly) 


weird parts yet, but we're getting closer and closer. Hope you enjoy! 


Thats not gonna work, man 
How do you know? Doug said. Thought you'd never tried it before. 


He reached again for Jesse's back pocket, only for Jesse to shove his hand away and slip his own protectively 


over the wallet inside. 


You can't a jimmy a deadbolt like a regular lock. All that's gonna do is break the credit card MY credit card. Im 
not letting you use it for that 


Doug rolled his eyes. What do you care? The thing's maxed anyway. Not like you can use it for anything else right 


Now. 
Doesnt matter! Jesse protested. / fold you. There's a dead-- 


They halted in their tracks beside a battered, windowless door, Jesse's now-silent lips pursed around the word 


bolt 

Not back here there's not Doug said with a smirk. So gmme your card 

Jesse snorted. Use your fucking Ibrary card if youre that desperate 

Hey! Good ideal 

Meanwhile Im perfectly content to go shit in the bushes while youre busy breaking and entering 
Doug ignored him while he fished through his own pockets. 

Im serious, dude 


Yeah, yeah, | heard you. Have fun picking quills out of your ass, because Im sure as fuck not helping you. 


Jesse was halfway to the brush when he heard a telltale CLICK. 


l'Il be damned, he thought. 


See? Doug pushed the door inward, revealing a short dusty hallway crammed with dilapidated cardboard boxes 
and fast food wrappers. Is true! A library card can open up a whole new world. 


"Doug, wait!" 


But it's too late. His friend has already disappeared around the side of the building, leaving Jesse sprawled on 
the pavement amid his memories and the shattered remains of his gas can 


"I can't get up by myself!" 


His only answer is a sad protracted creak from the sign above his head. The breeze picks up again, whistling 
through the exposed entrails of the pumps and forcing Jesse to shield his eyes from the oncoming wave of 
dust. He sits. He waits. He curses under his breath when it becomes apparent that Doug has either vanished 


or abandoned him or is otherwise not coming straight back. 


A chill begins to creep beneath the sweat-dampened fabric of Jesse's t-shirt. It seeps through his body from 
the outside in, numbing his fingers and stiffening his ribs. He tells himself it's just shock setting in, as though 
the sole diagnosis should somehow console him, but he knows it's more than that. It's desolation. It's 


helplessness. It's the realization that he's alone in a way he never anticipated and sure as hell never wanted. 
Alone. 
Completely and undeniably alone. 


No, Jesse assures himself. Doug's not gone. He's a hallucination He's in my head. F he were gone, that would mean 
Ím either dead or cured, and in either case, | wouldnt still be sitting on my ass in this godforsaken parking lot under 
this squeaky fucking sign! He's back there somewhere. He's just being an asshole again. He's gonna make me get up 
and come to him. 


"Yeah, don't worry about me! I'm perfectly happy right here!" 


The anger galvanizes him. Steels his muscles. Makes him anxious to get up and move. At the same time, the 
strain from yelling parches his already dusty throat. Jesse knows he needs water. He needs it even more than 
he needs rest or shelter or even Doug. At the very least he needs something to piss in so that he can drink 
that if need be. The thought makes him want to puke, so he pushes it from his mind and looks around for 
something to help him stand up. 


His eyes seize on what appears to be a broken push broom on the ground near the front door. Jesse's first 
instinct is to crab-walk his way through the dirt, but no sooner does he put one hand behind him than a red 


plastic shard punctures his palm and makes him hiss in pain. Instead he heaves himself to his feet, arms 


flailing at his sides as he struggles to balance on his one good leg. He hops. He teeters precariously. He hops 
again just to keep from falling. This time his leg holds firm. He hops and hops and hops until at last he reaches 
the entrance. 

Stars swarm his eyes as he bends to retrieve the broom. 

This is if, Jesse thinks. This is where | keel over from dehydration Right here by the front door. They'll find me a 
month from now. Some meth-head will wander in here looking for a place to tweak and find my carcass laying in 
the dirt. The crows will have pecked out my eyes by then. The buzzards will have yanked half the meat off my 
bones. Its a good thing | brought my wallet, because without my driver's license, Id just be roadkill in jeans and 
nobody would know who | am. The flies will be on me by the thousands 

See? 

One of them lands on his cheek and he slaps himself in a vain attempt to crush it. 

They're already trying to eat me alive. They've been at it all day. 


"The hell are you doing?" 


Jesse practically jumps out of his skin. He points the broom handle like a weapon, his other hand braced against 
the splintered plywood, and lets out his breath in a ragged gasp when he sees who it is. 


Fucking Doug. 
"What are YOU doing, asshole? You scared the shit out of me." 


"I told you. I'm looking for a way in" He bats playfully at the jagged pole in Jesse's hand. "Nice pike, Sir Lancelot. 
Are you getting ready to joust?" 


"Fuck you. | needed something to help me walk while you were busy dicking around back there" 
"Perfect. You can use it to help us break in’ 

Jesse snorts. "What happened to your library card" 

"Man, | haven't had a library card in almost a year" 

"OF course not. Stupid question" 

"Wouldn't do any good anyway. There's a padlock on every door’ 


"That fucking figures." 


"But | found us another way in" Doug jogs ahead like an eager child, waving for Jesse to follow. "Come on!" 
"Doug!" 


There he goes. Around the corner and out of sight again already. No use cursing the bastard, Jesse tells 
himself. No use wasting his breath calling after him. At least he knows where Doug is headed this time. He 
grits his teeth and plants the jagged end of his crutch in the dirt. Its clumsy as hell and makes every joint in 
his body throb in complaint, but somehow Jesse manages to use the broom for leverage and drag himself 


forward at a consistent pace. 


It isn't long before he catches up with Doug around back. He hops the last few steps on his good leg alone and 
leans against the wall to catch his breath. The bricks are cold against his shoulder blades. Cold in a welcome 
way. Jesse mops his face with the bottom of his shirt. He recognizes this part of the building. The employees- 
only area. Break room, bathroom, office, supply closet. He can't see them through the windows, of course. Not 
like last time. But he pictures them clearly in his mind. At least as much of them as he bothered looking at 
when he and Doug were here three years ago. Back then, there was still electricity. The place was already 
abandoned and cleared of inventory and food and anything else valuable inside, but the electricity was on. So 


was the-- 

"Water!" Jesse gasps. 

There's a hose connected to a spigot in the wall not two feet away. 

He drops to a crouch, happily ignoring the screams of pain from his knee, and cranks the handle with all his 
might. There's a faint groan. Jesse can't tell if its from the pipes or his own parched throat, but he doesn't 
care. The sloshing sound when he lifts the hose is all he needs to hear. He tips back his head, opens wide, and 
points the nozzle into his mouth. His eyes close in ecstasy as the cool liquid hits his tongue. 

Then he's gagging. 

Then he's spitting. 

Then his stomach heaves and he's full-on retching. 

Its nothing but brackish rusted slime. It tastes the way Jesse always imagined the inside of a drain would 
taste--that part between the trap and where the pipe curves to go into the wall. The part where all the 
rotten black shit collects. He drops the hose into the dirt like a dead snake. There's nothing in his stomach to 
puke up but his body keeps right on heaving anyway. His arms tremble from the weight. His eyes water from 
the taste of bile and the sickening injustice of it all. This time, when Doug reaches under his armpits to lift him 


up, Jesse makes no attempt at protest. 


"Dude. Is this what you looked like the first time you ate pussy?" 


Jesse half-laughs in spite of himself. In between the retching and the gasping for air, it comes out as a pitiful 


moan. 
"No wonder you never got any chicks back then 

"Shut up," he finally manages to croak. Doug leans him back against the wall and wipes the hem of his black 
western shirt across Jesse's mouth. It takes several lungfuls of air before he can speak clearly again. "Why 
didn't you warn me?" 

"Like that ever did any good" 


"Fuck, man, Seriously." 


"Seriously?" Doug echoes. "Look at this place. l'm surprised they haven't bulldozed it already. Did you honestly 
think the plumbing would still be on?" 


"The electricity was on" 

"Yeah. In 1991. When they were still using it for storage and shit. Now its a bona-fide dump. No water, no 
windows, no nothing. So if you have to take a crap, you probably should go do it in the bushes this time 
because there's sure as hell no flushing it" 

"Then why are we trying to break in?" 


For old time's sake, says the voice in Jesse's head. 


His throat tightens and hot tears prick the corners of his eyes. Or maybe it's just the dust. That's what he 
tells himself as he swallows the thought away. Nothing but dust and dirt. 


"Because there might be water inside," Doug replies. "Not in the sink, but in bottles and stuff" 

"And if there's not?" 

"Then you still need to lie down and rest" 

"No | don't," Jesse protests, even though he can practically feel his bones softening and his eyelids drooping at 
the very words. "| need to get back out to the road where someone can see me. They'll have to eventually. 


This is the only way through this part of the desert.” 


Doug pats him on the back. "I appreciate the geography lesson, man. | really do. But the only thing you're gonna 


get on that road is heatstroke. You're dangerously close as it is." 


Jesse peers out toward the eastbound stretch of pavement that they just came from. He can still feel the 
heat rising from the asphalt. He can still feel it blazing down from the sun directly above him, which seems to 
have either gotten stuck in place or lost in a sky too infinite to cross. 

There is no time in the desert. 


When youre in the desert, you have all the time in the world 


"So what?" he asks, unable to keep the tremble of hopelessness out of his voice. "Am | supposed to wait until 
dark? Nobody'll see me at night. They'll either drive straight past me or run me over." 


"Then you won't be any worse off than you are now." 
Jesse glares. It's the only middle ground between fuck you and good pont 


"So you may as well come inside and take a load off," Doug continues, hoisting Jesse once more to his feet. "If 


we're lucky, that sofa will still be there. We can finally get comfy. Crash out for a while." 
"This is just like last time." 

"Dude. | wish." 

"| don't mean the water and the couch. | mean you. You're trying to lure me in there again" 


"Lure you in there?" Doug breaks into a loud snorting laugh, stumbling backward and slapping his thighs. 
Fucking listen to you, dude." 


"The hell's so funny?" 

"You are, Jesse. | didn't lure you in here. You followed me. You literally chased after me calling my name like 
some helpless desperate girl" He puts up a hand when Jesse tries to protest. "And the last time we were here, 
YOU were the one who suggested we stop and pull in so that we could spark up a joint. That was all your idea. 
| was perfectly keen to keep right on driving.’ 

Then thats what we should have done. 

“All right, fine. Point taken. Bad choice of words." 

"No. You just don't seem to get it" 

Jesse's head won't stop throbbing. He looks up at the sky, its unending blue broken only by the glaring sun and 


several dark swimming specks that could either be dust in his eyes or vultures circling overhead. He sighs as 


he looks back down at his friend. 


"What, Doug? What don't | get?" 

"That I've never brought you anywhere you didn't want to go." He steps forward, placing his blackened hands 
against the brick on either side of Jesse's shoulders. "Not into my band. Not into my car. Not even into my 
bed. In fact, | seem to remember." 

“All right!" 

Doug backs off before Jesse can have the satisfaction of pushing him away. Thankfully there's no smirk. 
Thankfully there's no penetrating stare. Thankfully, because Jesse would not be able to resist shoving Doug's 
ass to the ground and staggering off into the wilderness and an inevitable death by heat stroke. Instead he 
closes his eyes and breathes deeply and slowly, trying to will his heart to stop pounding. 

You just had to say if, didnt you? You just couldnt fucking resist 

"Listen, Jesse. We don't have to go inside. Not if you don't want to. I'm sure that someone will--" 

"No." The force of his own voice startles him. It even seems to surprise Doug, who shuts his mouth as if he's 
been slapped. "We're going inside. I'm going to look for some water and maybe even see if there's a phone. The 
fucking wires are still up, so maybe I'll get lucky after all. At the very least | can cool down. Take some weight 
off this leg for a while. Rest up so that | can get back on my feet. Sound good, asshole? You down with that?" 


Doug slides his hands into his pockets in lieu of a nod. "Whatever you say, man." 


"Great. Now where is it you think we can break in?" 


To be continued. 


- Siete - 
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‘Over here," Doug says. 
He lifts the corner of the plywood on one of the windows. Jesse can see that the nail that once held it in place 
is already missing and the wooden frame it was attached to is both dry-rotted and splintered as if someone 


else once had the same idea and tried to pry it loose with a crowbar or something. 


Unfortunately they don't have a crowbar. Or a screw driver. Or a ladder to climb on to work on the top two 


corners. Probably why the first person who tried it gave up a quarter of the way through. 

"That doesn't look very promising," Jesse mutters. "How exactly are we supposed to get it off?" 

"With your trusty spear, perhaps?" 

Jesse holds up his makeshift crutch and gives Doug the old raised eyebrow. 

"Jam the good end underneath and work it along the bottom. This window frame looks ancient. Give it enough 
leverage and the other screws will probably slide right out. Then we can use that hunk of cinder block over 
there to break the glass” 

"Why don't we just use the cinder block to smash the padlock on the door?" 

"Already tried that," Doug explains. 


"When?" 


"While you were around front.” 


‘| didn't hear any smashing or pounding back here." 

"Probably because you were too distracted by your own little pity party." Doug pulls back further on the 
plywood, giving Jesse just wide enough a gap to work the broom handle into. "Come on. We doing this thing or 
not?" 

Jesse stares for a moment at the dents and gouges in the aluminum door. If not Doug, then someone certainly 
gave the padlock a good working-over to no avail. He knows they'd be wasting their time to try it now. With a 
sigh, he balances himself on his good leq and pushes the smooth end of the crutch into the opening that Doug 
provided. 


"How come l'm doing all the heavy lifting?" he asks. "I'm the crippled one here." 

"And l'm the imaginary one." 

"So NOW you're admitting it?" 

Doug smirks. 

"Well, how about | just magne us trading places? Would you be willing to do it then?" 


"Oh, come on," Doug teases. "Where's that gung-ho macho bullshit you were pulling a minute ago? That was 
perfect. That's the kind of crazy we need to get things done!" 


"Fine. But it's all on you if | end up breaking my--" 
"Yeah, yeah. Less whining, more prying.” 


Jesse slides the broom handle as close to the opposite corner as he can and then yanks with all his might. 
There's a low splintering groan as the screw pops free. Doug drops the broom and grabs the plywood to 
steady himself, hopping frantically on one leg. His insides cartwheel from the loss of balance--and then once 
he's regained it, from the illicit thrill of accomplishing something they're not supposed to be doing in the first 


place. 


"Keep pulling on it," Doug urges, still grasping the other corner of the wood with his blackened fingers. "If we 


move backward, we should be able to loosen the screws up top enough to yank the whole thing down" 
Meanwhile watch a car come rolling yp while were busy breaking into the place. A cop car, considering our luck 


Jesse is surprised to find himself more worried than excited at the thought of someone coming to their aid. 
He knows that if it were an actual cop, he could legitimately plead injury and dehydration--and dementia. Don't 
forget demential--and probably get off with nothing more than a slap on the wrist. But that would mean all 
their efforts just now would be for not. Along with Doug's smile and the pure effortless excitement Jesse had 


given up ever seeing from his old friend again. 

"Is working, dude!" Doug peers up the length of the plywood. "Hear that? Just a little more--" 

The whole damn thing snaps loose at once. 

Jesse lets go of the plywood just in time. It falls parallel to the window it once covered, the bottom edge slicing 
cleanly into the dust below. He shields his eyes from the cloud but can still envision Doug's fists in the air as 
he lets out a victorious "whoooo-ooh!" 


"Holy shit," Jesse mutters, grinning in spite of himself. 


"Fuck yeah!" Doug claps him on the back before wandering over to pick up the chunk of cinder block. He holds it 


out to Jesse like some ceremonial offering. "You wanna do the honors?" 
"Me? This was your idea 


"Eh, | already had my fun Besides." he turns Jesse's hand over and places the block on his palm, "l'm rather 
liking this felonious streak of yours. Should've had you break us in last time.” 


Jesse looks down to hide the sudden flush in his cheeks. "Whatever. Just don't expect me to make a habit of 
it" 


He grips Doug's shoulder for leverage, draws back, and shatters the glass with a home-run pitch. The noise is 
deafening. Jesse swears he feels his eardrums vibrate like cymbals as the crash echoes away into the desert 
behind them. Then Doug busts out the air guitar, stomping madly and kicking up dust as he jams. 

"Breakin' the law, breakin’ the law!..na-na-na-nal..Breakin' the law, breakin’ the lawl." 

"What are you, twelve years old?" 

Doug straightens up and tosses his imaginary Stratocaster aside. "Admit it. That felt good." 


You should feel my heart pounding, man, 


"Yeah," Jesse concedes, "but it's not gonna feel too good if | fall ass-first on a shard of glass. You better go in 
first. Give me a hand climbing over." 


"Well, that's quite the change of tune. What happened to ‘don't touch me'?" 


A fleeting cold anger rushes over the back of Jesse's neck. Its gone as quickly as it came, but Doug must 


have seen it nonetheless because he puts up an apologetic hand before Jesse can respond. 


"You know I'm only kidding. Right?" 

Jesse does his best to imitate Doug's smirk. It probably looks more pained than wry. 
"And you know | wouldn't be asking if | wasn't crippled. Right?" 

"Obviously." 


Doug steps over the windowsill like it isn't even there. Jesse can't help but remember the first time he ever 
saw his friend on a skateboard, sailing effortlessly through the air on every jump, those impossibly-long legs 
bent double against a board that looked more like a roller skate by comparison. He remembers that gangling 
body silhouetted black against the turquoise sky. A shaggy-haired skeleton in Converse and flannel. He 
remembers that old song ‘Dem Bones’ popping into his mind as Doug tucked the board under his arm and came 
loping over to clasp Jesse's hand and how fucking embarrassed he was that he forgot Doug's name because he 


was too busy trying to will the tune out of his head. 


He jumps at the coldness of the fingers as they close around his once more. The memory bursts like a bubble, 
replaced with the more immediate awkwardness of having to slide his arm around Doug's neck for support just 
so he can lift his damaged leg through the window. He feels the denim snag one of the shards still in the 
frame and cringes, waiting for the inevitable sting of pierced flesh. Then suddenly the cloth is free and both 
legs are inside and Doug has already led them both through the minefield of glass. He allows himself to float in 


the warmth of evaporating adrenaline as Doug eases him onto the sofa. 
THE sofa. 
That sofa. 


Jesse closes his eyes, breathing as slowly and as deeply as he can, trying his damnedest to savor the relief of 
being off his feet while reminding himself that his surroundings matter not. 


So what? So what if its the same sofa where..you know..where all that stuff happened? That was three years ago. 
lm not here to get stoned Im not here just for the hell of it Im only here because Im injured and exhausted and | 
need some rest. Doug's only here because my head's as fucked up as my body. Just because we're together again 
in the same place doesn't mean the past is going to repeat itself. 

Its just a sofa 


Its just a fucking sofa 


"Phew!" A cloud of dust billows into the air as Doug plops down onto the cushion beside him. "Man. | don't know 
about you, but! would die for a joint right about now." 


Jesse sighs. "That is not funny, dude." 


"| said a joint, not a drink" 
"Even less funny." 


"What, then?" Doug drums his fingers restlessly on the shredded upholstery. "What would it take to remove 


that giant stick from your ass?" 


"Water. | need water. The more dehydrated and delirious | get, the more obnoxious you become. That much is 


obvious." 

"Touche." 

"So if you could do me a favor and make double sure the sink doesn't work." 
"Say no more. I'm on it." 

"And see if there's a--" 

First aid kit 


But Doug has already leapt the broken coffee table and ambled over the piles of junk between the sofa and the 


hallway connecting this room to the others. 


Jesse shuts his mouth. He knows there's no first aid kit, just like he knows there's no running water. There's 
no bottled water either. No way would the owners have boarded the place up with anything useable inside. He's 
not even sure why they bothered boarding it up at all. Sure as hell nothing worth stealing in here. The 
furniture looks older than he is. The drawers are undoubtedly empty or full of equally worthless junk. The 
dilapidated cardboard boxes and whatever decades-old paperwork they're stuffed with might make for a decent 
bonfire, if nothing else. Maybe thats why. To keep junkies and bums from making themselves at home. To keep 
vandals from burning the place down. Or maybe it's for their own protection, Jesse thinks as he watches dust 
motes the size of snowflakes float down from the disintegrated ceiling. The air is probably full of asbestos. 
He's probably sitting here breathing poison while Doug wastes his time looking for things that aren't there. 
Jesse can't help but laugh--if a pained wheeze counts as laughter--at the double irony. 


| sent my hallucination on a hunt for something that doesnt exist. It's lke if Don Quixote were as imaginary as the 


windmills 
"Twelfth night..we go..after something everyone should know..somewhere in the distance..out of sight.” 


His voice is barely more than a whisper. His throat feels like he's swallowed broken glass. He looks at the floor, 


realizes how fitting that comparison is, and smiles bitterly. 


Welcome home, Jesse. That's what these walls might say if they could talk So nice fo have you ba-- 
"No such luck." 


Jesse catches his breath. He catches a mouthful of moldering dust along with it and sits there coughing 
pitifully as Doug picks his way back over to the couch. 


"Didn't see any bottles of water, but | did find this." Doug sits down and pushes something hard and round into 


Jesse's palm. "Just in time by the sounds of it" 

"The hell is it?" Jesse rasps without even bothering to look. 

"The only thing drinkable in the whole place." 

Jesse hocks a wad of spit onto the floor, hoping itll get the weird metallic flavor out of his mouth. Only now 
he tastes blood. When he looks down at the saliva, he sees unmistakable ribbons of red amid the translucent 
bubbles. 


Christ. How much fucking dust have | inhaled? And why the hell are my ribs so sore? Is that just from coughing? 


"You'll have to jimmy the bottom off to get the water," Doug explains. "But if you do it carefully, you'll still 


have a souvenir." 


Jesse had already forgotten all about it. He lifts the object to his face and tilts it back and forth, watching the 


white flecks swirl inside the cloudy plastic dome. 
"Its a snow globe." 
"IFs not just any snow globe, you retard. Look where it's from." 


Doug turns it around in Jesse's hand. Now he can see the miniature mountain with an ant-sized observatory 


at the summit. 

"Kitt Peak," Jesse whispers. 

"Weird, huh?" Doug shifts on the sofa beside him, scooting closer so that he can enjoy the snow as well. "I half 
expected you to stop there today. Figured that's where you were headed when you turned west on Bb. | mean, 
it's not like there's much else to see in these parts." 


| was going to. But then | kept moving. It wouldn't have been the same, climbing all the way fo the top without you 


"Just felt like driving," he says instead. 


"Almost makes you believe in fate, doesn't it? You try to avoid something and then it catches up with you 
anyway." 


Jesse feels a chill creep upward from the base of his spine. He presses himself even deeper into the ratty 
cushions, rubbing his arms in an attempt to stave it off. 


"Yeah. It's called coincidence." 
His voice comes out hollow and flat. The chill escapes anyway. 


‘If you say so," Doug replies. "Personally | think its a sign. Not to mention the only source of water we've seen 


in fuck knows how many miles. So either way you look at it, the universe just bought you a round." 
"Can you not be so fucking mystical right now?" 
Doug snorts back a laugh. "Mystical? Jesus, dude. Who do you think | am, Mrs. Rita?" 


"Mystical. Deep. Profound. Whatever you call that bullshit. Just knock it off" Jesse rubs his eyes and turns 
the snow globe over. "And what exactly am | supposed to pry it open with, 0 Wise One? | don't suppose you 


found a screw driver back there too." 
"No. But | do have this." 


Somehow Jesse knows what Doug is going to pull out of his back pocket before he even reaches in He knows, 
on one level, because this is clearly his own delusion. Doug is nothing more than a puppet, with Jesse's 
subconscious the hand that moves him. He knows because he expects it. He knows because he remembers it. 
But at the same time, it feels more like a premonition Something Jesse knows is going to happen simply 
because its what he dreads the most--and because moments like this are exactly when our worst fears tend 
to come true. His pulse speeds into a painful staccato. An electric tingle spreads over the back of his neck and 
down each of his arms. He knows what's coming. And yet somehow, somehow, the sight of it still shocks him to 
the bone when Doug opens his palm. 


It's a loop of thin leather cord, just big enough to wear around a person's wrist. Dangling from it are two small 
objects: a flint arrow head shaped vaguely like a guitar pick and a red plastic disk about the size of a quarter 
with the words GB. Auto Salvage printed in faded gold letters. 


GB! Doug exclaimed the first time he handed the thing to Jesse. As in Gin Blossoms. | dont know about you, but 
d call that a sign 


"Where did you get this?" Jesse asks, unable to keep the tremble out of his voice. 


"Told you. In the top drawer of that desk, last time we were here." 


"No. | mean." he swallows against the coppery taste of blood, "where did you get this?" 

"You know." 

"Where, Doug?" 

A smile cracks slowly across his friend's pallid face. Jesse looks away before it spreads into a grin, suddenly 
aware that the breeze has died away to nothing and the room is now quiet as a tomb. For a moment he thinks 
he hears a siren in the distance. Then the same fly that's been plaguing him since he started walking zooms 
right past his ear. He wants to swat it but can't seem to lift his hand. It feels frozen. 


Every single part of him feels frozen 


"You gave it to me," Doug finally says. "Don't you remember?" 


To be continued. 


- Ocho - 
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It takes Jesse a brief cold eternity to find his voice again. Even then, it's little more than a faint rasp. Like a 
stick stirring the ashes of a fire. 


"Of course | remember. The hell kind of question is that?" 
"You're the one who asked" 


"I just." Suddenly he wants nothing more than to get off this sofa. Away from Doug. Away from the damn 
thing he just pulled out of his pocket. "I didn't think you would bring it with you." 


And I didn't think this delusion could get any more cruel and fucked-up than it already was 


"Why wouldn't | bring it with me?" Doug twirls the loop on his finger. "Its a good luck charm. That's why you 


gave it to me. Remember?" 

"Stop asking me if | remember shit!" 
"Then stop pretending like you don't.” 
"Jesus..." 

"Where are you going?" 


Jesse grasps the arm of the couch and heaves himself onto his good leg. "To look for something that'll actually 


work" 
Doug laughs. "What do you think this is for?" 


"Your fucking good luck charm is as imaginary as you are! | can't open an actual snow globe with a make- 


believe tool. I'm going to find a real one." 


He turns away only for the leather bracelet to bounce off the back of his head. 


"That feel real enough to you, genius?" 

Jesse ignores him, grasping the wall for support as he hops toward the hallway amid piles of debris. 

"You said so yourself," Doug continues. "Hallucinations can be tactile. How do you know that snow globe isn't 
imaginary? How do you know this gas station isn't imaginary? How do you know that any of this exists outside 
your head?" 

Jesse yanks open drawer after drawer in the dark musty kitchen. The ones that aren't empty are crammed 
with garbage and what feel suspiciously like rodent droppings. He hopes to hell there isn't a scorpion in one of 
these drawers. It may not be real, but it would sure as fuck hurt like real. When he was a kid, he used to 
have nightmares about scorpions and wake up with his hand throbbing as if he'd actually been stung. That 
would be perfect right about now. The poison icing on top of the shit cake. 

lm just playing devil's advocate here." 

"Shut up, Doug," Jesse mutters. 


"you asked for my help, so thats what l'm giving you." 


He plunges his hand into the last drawer, jerking it backward with a gasp as his fingers brush something cold 
and sharp in the very back. 


Fuck me, there IS a scorpion. | must have conjured it simply by thinking of if. Just lke Doug used to talk about: 
Mind over matter and all that shit: 


Then he catches his breath and reaches in again. Jesse laughs in spite of himself when he realizes what he 


actually touched. The point on a can opener. An ordinary harmless metal can opener. 

"Looks like you missed something," he gloats as he hobbles back out to the sitting room, brandishing the can 
opener in his second real victory of the day. "Did you even check the kitchen drawers or were you too eager 
to break out your magic talisman?" 

"You know what your problem is?" 

"No, and | really don't care right now either." 

Doug snatches the snow globe out of Jesse's reach. 

"Tough shit. You can't ask for someone's help and throw it right back in their face. You can't accept someone's 


kindness and then turn around and shit all over them. | mean, you can, but anyone with an ounce of self- 


respect is gonna get sick of being treated that way. | thought you might've learned your lesson by now, but 


apparently | was wrong." 
"Jesus, dude, | was only joking.” 


Jesse reaches again for the snow globe but Doug is too fast. He shoves it down between the cushions and 


positions his ass defiantly on top. 

"No you weren't." 

"Don't tell me what I'm doing. How the hell would you know?" 
"Ill tell you whatever | want, especially if it's the truth.” 


Youre the last person who should be lecturing me about mistreating and badmouthing the people who did their 
damnedest to help you. And you're sure as fuck the last person who should talk about self-respect 


"Listen, man. I'm sorry." Jesse rubs the place where he accidentally scratched his eyebrow. Earlier he might 
have been alarmed by the tenderness and the telltale grit of crusted blood, but those are somehow the least 
fucked-up parts of the picture right now. "I honestly thought you didn't bother looking even though | asked you 
to." 

"You asked for water," Doug reminds him. 

"Okay, so | should have been more specific. And more patient. It's just.l didn't want to be here." He sinks once 
more into the moldering cushion, and for a fleeting moment the dust that floats up smells achingly like 
marijuana smoke. "| didn't want to be reminded of this place. Or what happened here." 

Doug glances away, a bitter laugh escaping his lips. 


"And yet you couldn't wait to get in just now." 


"Because | needed water. Because | needed to get out of the sun. Those are the only reasons l'm here, | swear 
g y 


to God! 

"If you say so." 

"Stop making this more than it really is! 
"You're the one who keeps bringing up the past" 


Jesse presses the heels of his palms hard against his eyes. It's that, or ball one into a fist and send it 


crashing into Doug's face. 


"Because you won't stop reminding me! You just had to mention the weed. You just had to bring out that 
damned talisman. And don't try to tell me it just happened to be in your pocket, or whatever. You knew what it 
would make me think of. All you needed was a good excuse." 

"Come on. Is it really that awful to think about?" 

Jesse's throat tightens. 

"Are the memories really that bad?" 

He swallows. Or tries to, anyway, but his mouth is just too dry and his muscles too weak. 

‘I'm assuming the answer is yes," Doug presses on, "but that doesn't explain why you would hop in your car 
and deliberately drive the exact same route on the exact same day if you don't want to remember what 
happened the last time we were here. If we were sitting in your apartment right now, yeah--| could see how 
you'd be pissed off at me for bringing it up. But we're not. We're here. We're here because you brought us 
here. We both know this was no coincidence and we both know exactly what was on your mind when you left 
this morning. Why bother denying it now?" 

| came out here to bury the past. Not dig it up and dance with its fucking skeleton 


"None of this was part of the plan. All | wanted to do was drive. All | wanted to do was look out the window at 
the same things we saw last time and try to see them in a different way." 


"Yeah?" Doug stretches his arms and cocks his head. "How's that working out for you?" 

"If delusional counts as different, then better than | hoped." 

His friend says nothing, apparently surprised that Jesse refused to take the bait. That's when Jesse turns 
abruptly and shoves Doug aside. He seizes the snow globe from its hiding place. His other fist is poised and 
ready to strike with the can opener, but when Doug rights himself, it's with a placid smirk--as if he's 
impressed with Jesse's show of rebellion Or merely satisfied that Jesse answered his question. 

"You sure you know what you're doing?" 

Jesse turns the snow globe upside down, giving the base an experimental tap with his fingernail. 

"Its not rocket science," he mutters. 


"Maybe you oughta let me have a try." 


"No way,” 


"Relax, man. I'm not gonna steal your water. | just don't want you stabbing yourself 

"Why the hell would | do that?" 

Doug points to Jesse's hands. The left is clenched around the plastic dome, trembling just enough to drive the 
snow into a gentle flurry. The right, however, is shaking harder than Robin onstage with his goddamned 
tambourine. 

"And | thought withdrawal tremors were brutal." 

"Its nothing. | just need to concentrate." 

"Or let me do it" 

"Doug, just chill the hell out. l'm not gonna stab myself.” 

"Maybe not. But you might spill the water and that would suck even more." 

Jesse turns away, bracing his right elbow against his hip bone in an attempt to steady his arm. The point of 
the can opener taps a mocking drumbeat on the plastic as he eases it into place. He takes a deep breath and 
lets it out. He finally manages to swallow. It calms him a bit, but the tremors persist. He reminds himself not 
to get frustrated. It's only dehydration If he can steady himself enough to make one tiny hole in the snow 
globe, the water inside should be enough to take the edge off. 

He tightens his fist around the dome. He tightens the other around the can opener. He manages to work the 
blunt tab under the edge of the base. Good. From here, it's just a matter of pressure. Not too much. Not too 
little. 

Easy now.. 

The pointed tip etches a groove into the plastic. 

Steady.. 

There's a faint cracking noise as he works it deeper. 

Almost there.. 

He feels the base begin to separate from the dome. 


Thats it.. 


All at once there's a loud SNAP! and the entire fucking thing shatters in on itself. 


Jesse isn't sure which he feels first, or which hurts more--the plastic shards slicing into his palm or the 
sensation of water drenching the front of his shirt. His first instinct is to throw the globe across the room 
and scream at the top of his lungs. Instead he merely drops it into his lap, grabs the fabric in his bloodied 
hands, and stuffs it into his mouth. He ignores the tears, ignores the mewls and the pathetic groans escaping 
his throat, and sucks with all his might. 


Its all right, Jesse tells himself. His shirt caught all the water. He still has every drop. He just needs to suck it 
in. 


Just suck it in. 

Just suck it in. 

"Jesse." 

"WHAT?!" he screams, jerking violently away from the hand on his arm. 

"Stop it. You're gonna make yourself dizzy." 

"Leave me alone! | can get it!" 

"Jesse. Come on, dude." 

Doug tugs the shirt partway out of Jesse's grip. There was a particularly saturated bit in Jesse's mouth, and 
its sudden absence sends a bolt of rage straight through his arm. He feels his knuckles collide with Doug's 
teeth. He watches his friend sprawl backward across the sofa, arms gangling, mop of hair thrown over his 
face. Only then does he pick up the ruined snow globe and hurl it into the shadows. Only then does he throw 
back his head to scream. But instead of the roiling obscenities or the sobbing, hiccuping moans of despair, what 
comes racing up from the depths of Jesse's throat is a sound more chilling then any he could imagine. 


Laughter. 


Long cackling peals of insane laughter. 


To be continued. 
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The more Jesse tries to silence it, the louder it becomes. He holds his breath only for the air to burst from 
his mouth like a spluttering, half-inflated balloon. His lungs burn. His face burns. Even his fucking eyes burn 
from all the tears. His ribs flex mercilessly back and forth until he's sure they're going to snap right off his 
sternum. His jaw aches like someone's tried to pry it from his skull. The more it hurts, the more he laughs. 
The more he laughs, the more he panics. The more he panics, the crazier he feels. And the crazier he feels, 


the more sickeningly hilarious everything becomes until he's cackling all over again 


This is if, he thinks as the edges of his vision begin to darken. This is how it ends. Never mind dehydration or 
starvation or dementia Its the lack of oxygen thatll do me in Im going to die laughing 


Then suddenly he's wrapped tight in Doug's arms, face tucked against his friend's bony shoulder and his mouth 
muffled by the flowers on Doug's shirt. He can hear soothing things being murmured into his ear. He can feel 
a hand resting in the small of his back and another stroking his hair. The fingers feel good. Cold and pointy and 
skeletal, but good. 

Dem bones, dem bones. 

Doug's fingers always felt good. 

gonna rise again, 

The first time they shook hands. The first time Doug reached over to slide Jesse's pinky down a fret when 
they were picking out chords on their guitars. The first time he cupped Jesse's chin as Jesse leaned in to kiss 
him. Yeah. Doug's fingers always felt good. 


Dem bones, dem bones gonna rise again.. 


"Shhh," Doug whispers. "Deep breaths, man. Deep breaths." 


„now hear the word of the Lord 


Jesse breathes. First a few shallow gulps between the spasms of laughter, then longer, deeper inhalations as 
the spell finally begins to subside. There's a lump in his throat now that makes it harder to laugh. He waits for 
the tears to flow and the sobs to wrack his chest, but then a sudden strange calmness washes over his body 


that seems to be keeping the pain and reality at bay. 
"That's it. Just relax and take it easy." 


The first few tokes were always the worst. Despite Jesse's excitement over the primo shit that Doug scored 
in Tucson and his insistence that Doug pull off at the abandoned gas station so they could spark it up (they'd 
wanted to smoke a joint at the top of Kitt Peak but there were too many other tourists that day), he never 
could handle his weed very well. The smoke burned his throat and he invariably coughed out the first hit 
before it could reach his lungs. The second he managed to hold in for a couple of heartbeats before hacking 
and wheezing and making an ass of himself all over again. Third time was almost the charm. Jesse managed to 
keep the smoke in his lungs by pressing a fist over his clenched lips. He sputtered a few times letting it out, 
but at least he managed a full hit. Thats when Doug handed him the beer. Jesse normally hated Dos Equis but 
it was wet and cold and felt good on his weed-scorched throat. He went to give it back, but Doug shook his 
head. 


Go ahead Finish it 

Which? Jesse asked. The beer or the joint? 

Both 

You sure? 

Doug chuckled. /m already lit, dude, and you obviously need the practice. 

You gonna roll yourself another? 

Not yet. Well just see how it goes. 

kay, man 

Jesse must have gotten more in his lungs off that third toke than he realized, because by the time the 
conversation was over, his limbs were already tingling and he felt like his body would float right off the couch 
if he didn't hold on to the cushion. 

There were no boards over the windows back then. Some were plastered over with newspaper and others 


covered in a translucent white paint that had been sloppily and sparsely applied. The room was bathed in the 
deep orange glow of approaching night. It was the same color as the tip of the joint every time Jesse took a 


hit. He told himself he was inhaling those last rays of heat from the sun. He could feel it coursing through his 
veins. He could feel himself radiating from within. The warmth from that final toke sank straight to his balls, 
where it coiled and hardened and swelled. Jesse looked down, at once shocked and not the least bit surprised by 
the bulge in his jeans. That wasn't supposed to happen. One of his cousins had warned him not to smoke weed 
because it shriveled your dick. Then again, his Abuela had been within earshot at the time, and he wondered 
now if the warning was purely for her benefit. 

He did his best to cover himself with the hem of his shirt before Doug could see what was happening. Doug 
would probably laugh. Make fun of him some more. Slap his ass and call him a freak. He set the joint in the ash 
tray and stood up on wobbling legs. He had to put out his arms to steady himself as he stepped around Doug, 
who was sitting there riffing on an imaginary guitar with his eyes closed. Good, Jesse thought. Maybe that 
meant his friend was even more stoned. Maybe he wouldn't even notice. 

But then Jesse tripped and banged his shin on the coffee table and Doug's head popped right up. 

Where are you going? 


Jesse gestured toward the bathroom. Gotta take a leak. 


Already? Damn. You hold your beer about as well as you hold your--AHA! A huge grin broke across Doug's face 


as his gaze fell on Jesse's crotch. / see what's up. No pun intended 

He tried to make a break for it, only for Doug to catch him by the sleeve. 

Dude, you dont need to be embarrassed. It happens sometimes. Happens fo me a lot, actually. 
Thanks for sharing, Jesse muttered. Now, if you don't mind, Im just gonna..you know. 


What? Rub one out in that filthy-ass bathroom back there? You gonna stare at the dead rat in the sink while you 
Jerk it? 


Fuck, man. That's disgusting 

Doug patted the cushion. Then sit the hell down and do it here. 
Right here on the couch? 

Yeah Where else? 

So you can watch me lke some kind of fucking queer? 


You wish, Doug snorted. And no. Im not gonna watch you. Im gonna be too busy looking at this 


It was a Mexican porno magazine. Doug had found a whole stack of them in the bathroom earlier when they 
were exploring the place. He'd thumbed through them excitedly, looking for pictures of girls fucking donkeys 
even though Jesse assured him that was just a racist stereotype, and feigned disappointment when all he 
found were the same pouty lips and fake tits you'd see in any other rag. Jesse refused to touch the things. 
Half the pages were undoubtedly glued together with spooge. Nasty trucker spooge. He'd be lucky not to get 
the clap just looking at them. 


Here's one for you. Doug tossed another of the magazines onto Jesse's side of the couch. That one's even got a 


redhead on the cover. Says her name's Carlita, but maybe you can call her Shannon and pretend she's Irish 
Nah, man. You keep it 


Jesse reached down to flick the magazine toward Doug but lost his footing and slumped back onto the sofa 
instead. Right on top of poor Carlita. 


See? Doug patted him on the thigh. Int this more comfortable? 


Jesse had every intention of shoving Doug's hand away. He had every intention of standing right back up and 
shuffling off to the bathroom. But by then his jeans were chafing his balls like mad. His cock was trying to 
unbutton the fly from inside. The soft tingling in his hands had become bolts of electricity, galvanizing his 
fingers and giving them a mind of their own. Before he knew it, his pants were open and his palm was running 
along the length of his cock. A blissful groan escaped his lips. Two seconds ago he would have been humiliated. 
Now it was the most natural sound in the world 


Fuck.. Doug murmured. Youre hard as a rock. 

Jesse's eyes fluttered closed and a grin twitched at the corners of his mouth. 

Gimme another toke, he said. 

Sure thing 

Doug's voice was deep and breathy. His hand vanished momentarily from Jesse's thigh, leaving a cold spot in its 
wake that made Jesse groan again in protest and rub with the same rhythm he was using to stroke himself. 
He heard Doug take a hit off the joint beside him. Just as he was about to complain about none being left, he 
felt the warm haze of smoke being blown over his lips. He parted them just in time to inhale the last lingering 
note. 

Like that? Doug whispered. 


Jesse nodded. 


Much smoother this way, isn't it? 


Jesse nodded again. 
Want some more? 
Stop tucking teasing me and do it 


Doug chuckled. His eyes glimmered in the reflected glow as he toked hard on the stub of the joint. He held it in 
for a moment as he cupped Jesse's chin, those impossibly long fingers brushing over his lips as if urging them 


to part. 
And part they did. 
I said, do it! 


Jesse seized Doug's face in both hands and fused their mouths together before the first sweet tendrils of 


smoke could escape Doug's lips. 


He inhaled deeper than he ever had before. Deeper than he even thought possible. He felt Doug's tongue enter 
in its wake, gliding gently but insistently over his, and exhaled through his nose so as not to break contact. The 
fingers left his chin and slid around the back of Jesse's neck to tangle in his hair. He leaned back, opened wider, 
and reached through the floating darkness for the hem of Doug's shirt. His fingers grazed first along the 
jutting ribs and then down the trail of hair below Doug's navel. He expected Doug to flinch but instead he 
moved closer, arching his body into Jesse's touch. The hand disappeared from Jesse's neck and wrapped a 


moment later around his cock. 


Pleasure surged through him like an electric shock. He snapped his head back, breaking the kiss so abruptly 
that he tore his lip on Doug's teeth. 


There was no pain, only an exquisite tingling warmth as the wound began to bleed. He must have cried out 
nonetheless. Must have cursed or groaned or murmured his friend's name, because Doug's mouth was back on 
his as quickly as he'd left. He ran his tongue the length of Jesse's lip with aching slowness. It came away red 
and glistening with blood. Everything was red. The air, the walls, their skin, their breath. As if they were 
performing some sort of pagan death ritual with Doug as the priest and Jesse the willing sacrifice. He had 
never felt so far removed from own body and so completely within it at the same time. The faster Doug 


stroked, the more Jesse felt his soul tug frantically at its moorings. 
Fuck.. he gasped as their lips finally parted. Youre gonna make me come.. 


Doug toked hard on the joint, reducing it to a single glowing ember that he crushed into oblivion between his 
fingers, and bathed Jesse's upturned face in a baptism of smoke. 


That's the idea, he whispered. Now put your arms up. 


Why? 


The fingers snaking under the hem of Jesse's shirt were the only answer he needed. He felt Doug stand up as 
the fabric swept over his head and bit down on his bleeding lip as the air hit his bare chest. It was all he could 
do not to gasp, especially when he saw the bulge in Doug's jeans. He reached for it instinctively. Reached 
without thinking. His fingers were too numb to do anything but stroke through the denim as Doug undid the 
buttons. Before Jesse could lean forward and open his mouth, Doug nudged his knees apart and dropped to a 
kneel between them. 


What are you d--? 


Doug's fingers were on his mouth before Jesse could say another word. They were soft and hard at the same 
time. He could feel the guitar callouses tug open the scab on his lip. He snaked his tongue out to lick the blood 
and tasted Doug instead: the salt of his sweat, the electric tang of steel guitar strings, the hot musk of the 


cock that was now in Doug's mouth. 


Jesse groaned. The sound traveled no further than the top of his throat, trapped by the fingers that by now 
had slipped well past Jesse's lips and around which he eagerly curled his tongue. He felt the other hand slip 
from the base of his cock as Doug took him deeper. He knew when the fingers began sliding in and out of his 
lips that Doug was jerking himself off too. 


The thought alone shot a bolt of pleasure down Jesse's spine. He fisted one hand into Doug's hair and gripped 
the back of the couch with the other, thrusting his hips to match Doug's rhythm. His back arched. The heels 
of his boots dug mercilessly at the rotted carpet. He wished it were Doug's cock in his mouth instead of his 

fingers. No. He wished it were Doug's tongue, so that Doug's cock could be in his-- 


UNNNNHH! 
The orgasm tore through him like a flash flood, draining all sensation from his body and washing it right back 
over him in an instant. He ripped Doug's hand from his mouth so that he could scream again. So that he could 


finally fucking breathe again. 


FUCK! I+ came out gasping, strained, and only by grace of the saliva that had gathered in Jesse's smoke- 
parched throat. Oh fuck, Doug.please..! want.. 


He closed his eyes and waited for Doug to straddle him, to push his cock into Jesse's mouth without even 
asking. Just like he'd taken Jesse into his. But his hands lingered instead on Jesse's hips. He remained on his 
knees, looking up at him with eyes that were black with desire but shimmering with patience and warmth. 


Tell me, he whispered. Tell me what you want me To do. 


Fuck me. 


He heard the breath catch in Doug's throat. 

uesse..? 

| want you fo fuck me 

Are you sure? 

Jesse let go, sinking deeper into the cushions--into the ocean of warmth on which he seemed to be floating-- 
as he raised his hips clear of the sofa. His pulse beat like a fist at the door. Loud, frantic, but strangely 
distant, as if he had already climbed out the window and abandoned the house. There would be no going back 
He knew that. For a fleeting black moment the thought terrified him. Then it thrilled him. Thrilled him more 
than anything ever had. 

Right here, he pleaded. Do it right here. Just hurry up and-- 

The words dissolved like smoke as Jesse was jerked abruptly onto his back, knees hoisted into the air and the 
jeans yanked off his legs. His cock hardened once more as it bounced against his stomach. He grasped the edge 
of the cushion and closed his eyes in expectation 

This was happening. 

This was really fucking happening. 

Then his bare legs were lowered gently to the floor and Doug was no longer between them. 

Fuck, man. Where are you going? 

Doug gestured toward the office. To see if / can tind some Vaseline or something 

You dont need that, Jesse insisted. 

Dude, | can't just go in dry.. 

Then spit in your hand! 


Doug laughed. It was a soft, warm sound, floating like a balm over the strains of Jesse's impatience. 


Thats not gonna be enough, he explained. Trust me. Doesn't matter how stoned you are, itll hurt lke hell if lm not 
lubed up. 


He disappeared into the shadows before Jesse could protest any more. By then, the sun had vanished behind 


the hills, its crimson glow replaced with the gritty copper glare of the lamps outside. That meant the 
electricity was still on That meant that even though his car was parked around back--Doug's suggestion when 
they pulled in, so the cops wouldn't see it from the road if they happened to cruise by--it was only invisible 


as long as long as they were alone. 
They were only invisible as long as they were alone. 


Jesse swung his legs up onto the couch and curled them close to his body. Somehow he'd forgotten how 
quickly the temperature drops at night in the desert. Doug had only been gone a minute (or so Jesse thought. 
There is no time in the desert when you're stoned. There is no time at all when you're stoned) and without 
him, the air in the room had already grown cold. Without him, the warm electric tingle of Jesse's bloodstream 
had cooled and sharpened into tiny needles of panic. He felt them pricking the back of his neck He felt them 
digging beneath his fingernails. He felt them slicing between his ribs and burrowing toward his heart. 


And that's when the beam of headlights swept over the whitewashed windows. 


Doug! Jesse tried to hiss but inhaled the word instead. It lodged in his throat, burning cold, like an ice cube 


accidentally swallowed whole. 
Tires crunched on the broken pavement outside. An engine idled. A door slammed. 


Jesse jumped at the sound. He had unknowingly curled into a ball, his discarded t-shirt draped pitifully over his 


bare ass, and all at once his limbs sprang apart like a spider roused by a collapsing web. 

He didn't waste any time trying to look outside. He didn't waste any time trying to get dressed. He scrambled 
off the couch, grabbed the tangled wad of denim and underwear, and ran stumbling into the darkness. By now 
the fist of his heart was pounding mercilessly at his sternum. His brain was nothing but a siren Red, 


screaming, whirling frantically inside his skull. 


Thank fuck Doug still had the lighter. Otherwise Jesse might never have found him in what suddenly felt like an 


endless black maze. 

Doug! Doug! Oh fuck, man..oh fuck.. 

Jesse? 

The voice came from a disembodied head floating above a single tiny flame. Then Doug moved the lighter and 
the rest of his body materialized from the darkness behind the desk. He slammed whatever drawer he'd been 
rummaging through and rushed back to the hallway. 


The hells wrong with you? 


Shhhhhhh! Jesse hissed. He clutched at Doug with trembling hands, nearly knocking the lighter from his friend's 


grasp. Theyre here, dude. They're fucking here! We have fo hide! 
Whoa, man, just slow down. Youre freaking out. There's no one-- 


lm not freaking out, Doug. There's someone outside! For real! | heard lights and saw tires and..shit! SHT! I think its 
the fucking cops! 


Okay, Doug whispered. Just cam down and stay here. Hl go take a look 
No! Are you fucking crazy? 

Stay here 

Doug! 


He dropped to a crouch there in the office doorway, watching helplessly as his friend's silhouette approached 
the front windows and peered through a clear spot in the paint-smeared glass. 


Jesse knew he should be putting his pants back on. He knew that any minute, there would be a sharp hollow 
knock and the door they'd breached with the library card would swing open. There would be flashlight beams 
cutting through the fuzzy darkness. There would be heavy boots and hands on holsters. The cops would find 
him huddling on the floor, reeking of marijuana smoke, and they'd shove him face-down and slap the cuffs on 
and drag his naked druggie ass outside to the squad car. But what would they do with Doug? Arrest him and 
shove him into the back seat too? Call for backup? Haul Jesse away to the station with no idea when or if he'd 
ever see his best friend again? 

Oh fuck, this wasn't supposed to happen. 

Fuck, fuck, fuck! 

Then Doug started chuckling. 

Dude! What the hell's so funny? 

Come here. Check it out. 

ks it the cops? 

No, just some old guy. Pulled in here to take a leak 


How do you know? 


Doug snorted, laughing even harder now. 


Because he's pissing on a cactus! | can't fell if he's drunk or if he's hosing it down on purpose, but either way, it's 
fucking hilarious 


Shut up before he hears youl 

Who cares? He's not the cops. He doesn't give a shit if anyone's here. 
He'll see us with our dicks out and know that were.. 

What? Doug said when Jesse trailed off. That we're what? 

in a band 


Dude, he's like eighty. He's not gonna recognize us. And look--now he's getting back in his truck and leaving. You 
tucking missed it 


Jesse watched the headlights sweep once more over the peeling walls and dilapidated cardboard boxes that 
surrounded him. Then the room went dark and the engine faded into the night. The intruder was gone. He and 
Doug were alone again Alone and safe. He waited for the invisible fist to release his heart. Maybe if he crawled 
back to the sofa and stretched out again, his pulse would stop pounding and the urgency would move instead to 
his groin and he could feel good again. But for some reason he couldn't bring himself to move. He'd never felt 
more naked, more exposed, more vulnerable ever in his life than he did right then. It took all the nerve Jesse 
could muster just to reach for his jeans. 


Lets just go, he whispered. 


Doug turned away from the window. The echo of his laughter stilled abruptly, as though someone had grabbed 


a guitar neck mid-strum. 
Are you kidding, man? We were just about to./ mean, | thought you wanted.. 
Lets go before the cops show up. 


Jesse.. Doug laughed again, but it sounded thin and forced this time. Wil you cool it about the cops? | fold you, 


they cant see your car. They have no reason fo stop here. 
Jesse yanked the cuffs of his jeans right-side out as best he could with his trembling hands. 


Yeah, but other people might. Look what happened just now. If someone finds out we're here, they might CALL the 
cops. Or they might barge right in 


Youre being paranoid, Doug insisted, his frustration obvious despite the consoling tone. Thats just the weed 


Talking, dude. Its not real. Trust me, okay? The same thing happened to me the first couple times | smoked You 


Just have to focus on feeling good or else the fear will creep in 
| don't want fo focus. | just want fo leave. 
Cmon Jesse.. 


No! He shoved both feet into the leg holes at the same time, determined to get his pants back on as fast as 
they'd come off. How many times do I have to say it? 


Doug pushed the sweaty hair off his face with a sigh. 


| dont understand You were the one who wanted fo pull over. You were the one who wanted fo light up. You were 


the one who wanted to fuck-- 

Can you throw me my shirt and shoes? Jesse cut in. 
--Are you even listening? 

They're right by the couch Please, man | can barely walk 


Jesus Christ, Doug muttered. He picked up Jesse's clothes with one hand and tucked himself back into his jeans 
with the other. You were begging me. Literally begging me. | don't get if, man. What happened? 


| fold you. Jesse yanked the shirt over his head--backward by the feel of it, but at least it was on. Someone 
showed up. 


And now theyre gone. Why cant we just--? 
Because | dont want anyone seeing us! 


Jesse's voice rang in his ears. That's how loud it was in that dark, cramped little room. He wished the door was 


open so it could evaporate into the cold night air. 
All the more reason to get his shoes on and get the fuck back to the car. 


Okay. Doug nodded stiffly, his clenched jaw cutting a sharp silhouette against the lamp-lit window. Sorry, man / 
didn't realize it bothered you that much. That's the last thing you seemed fo care about back there. 


Doesn't bother me, Jesse murmured. The guilt left a sour aftertaste on his tongue. Or maybe it was the lie. / 
Just smoked too much | dont feel good any more. Its freaking me the hell out and | just want to go home. 


Thankfully Doug made no further attempt to argue. His words to Jesse were soothing but terse as he lifted 


him to his feet, then genuinely concerned as he draped Jesse's arm around his neck and half-walked, half- 
carried him back to the car. He must have realized how fucked up Jesse actually was by that point. How much 
Jesse had really smoked. How much he had goaded Jesse into smoking even though he knew Jesse had almost 
no experience or tolerance for weed. He eased Jesse into the passenger seat. Buckled his seat belt. Folded a 
flannel shirt into a makeshift pillow and tucked it between Jesse's head and the window. Glanced over every 
half-mile or so to make sure Jesse was still okay. 

You should try to get some sleep, he finally said. / promise you'll feel better when you wake up. 

How come youre not like this? Jesse asked. 

He heard Doug chuckle. 

Practice, man. Same way | taught myself to play guitar. Lots and lots and lots of practice, 


Jesse closed his eyes. He was nearly gone when he felt something being pressed gently into his hand. Some kind 
of string with a pair of small, hard objects attached. Almost like a charm bracelet. 


Whats this? he murmured. 

Good luck charm, Doug replied. Check it out 

Jesse lifted his still-tingling hand to examine the thing in the dashboard lights. It was a thin leather loop with 
an Indian arrowhead and a small plastic disk attached. He wasn't sure what it was--charm bracelet was 
probably the best guess, or maybe a key chain--and although he could see the writing on the disk, his eyes 
were too crossed to read it. 

What's it say? 

GB: As in Gin Blossoms. | dont know about you, but Id call that a sign 


A sign of what? 


Dunno. Maybe a sign of good luck, like | said Good luck for the band Good luck for the new album. And speaking of 
guitar, you could almost use that arrowhead as a pick if you wanted. It would probably sound pretty cool 


Better than a library card? 
Doug chuckled again. Jesse was too drowsy by then to tell either way if there was still a lingering note of 
disappointment beneath his friend's jovial tone, but he told himself there wasn't. Because that's what he needed 


to believe. 


Nothing beats a library card when you need to MacGyver shit. But this runs a close second 


Thanks, Doug. 
You bet. 


He closed his fingers around the talisman. Somehow that seemed a more fitting description of the gift than 

‘good luck charm: Indian artifacts were supposed to be sacred, after all. And this one had a certain weight to 
it. A gravity of its own Sort of like his Abuela's crucifix, or the Catholic medals his cousins used to show off 
to him, but different somehow. Not just sacred, but powerful. Hallowed. As though it could be used for some 


sort of ceremonial magic. To summon spirits, for instance. 
Jesse laughed at the absurdity of the thought. 

What's so funny? Doug asked. 

Nothing. Im just reeeeeaaallly fuckin’ stoned right now. 


If Doug said anything in reply, Jesse never heard it, because he was asleep as soon as the words left his 
mouth. Asleep and dreamless and dead to the world. 


He isn't sure which eventually woke him: the muffled thump of a car door or the sound of approaching 


footsteps. 


Jesse opens his eyes, blinking against the hazy sunlight that seems to have yanked back his familiar blanket of 


darkness. It's not even the morning sun. It's that unmistakably relentless afternoon glare. 
What the hell? 


He reaches for the car door, wondering why Doug would just fucking leave him there instead of waking him up, 
and grasps the edge of a cushion instead. A large flat cushion. That's when he realizes he's no longer slumped 
in the passenger seat but reclined on a sofa. Jesse closes his eyes again and breathes a sigh of relief. Doug 
must have carried him inside when they got back to Jesse's apartment. He must have been too stoned to get 


out of the car himself. 


"Doug?" he calls, his voice no more than a rasp. Jesse clears his throat. Or tries to. It feels like he swallowed 


the ashes from that joint while they were still smoldering. "Is that you?" 


No answer. Even the footsteps seem to have stopped, but they're too far away for Doug (or his neighbor, or 


whoever is walking around outside) to have heard him. 
"Doug?" 


Still nothing. 


Jesse forces himself to sit up, eyes still closed, and winces at the sudden flare of pain. His body hurts all over. 
It's not the usual stiff neck or kinked back from falling asleep in a car. Its the sharp, throbbing pain from 
having been run over by one. Not that he ever was. It's just the first thought to pop into Jesse's mind. His 
knee is the worst by far. He opens his eyes and sees that the denim is soaked through with dried blood. 

Fuck. 

When did that happen? 

He remembers crawling across the floor in the gas station when he thought the cops were outside, so maybe 
he kneeled on something sharp. But then the fabric would be torn He can only assume he banged it against 
something while Doug was helping him out of the car. Struck his knee hard enough to break the skin without 
ripping his jeans. He grasps his shin in both hands to ease it onto the floor and that's when he realizes this 
isn't his apartment at all. 


That's when he realizes he's still in the gas station 


That's when he realizes it's three years later. That it was all just a dream. Or a memory. That he's been 
wandering through the desert with Doug. That Doug isn't even really here because he's-- 


From somewhere outside comes the faint chortle of a radio. 

--a hallucination. 

Never mind that part, Jesse tells himself. He already knows that Doug (wherever he's gone) is a figment of his 
imagination. So is the talisman lying on the floor near the sofa But he's pretty sure the desert is real, along 
with this particular stretch of Route 86 and the gas station in which he took refuge. 

The only question on Jesse's mind right now is which one the radio is. 


His blood turns to ice a moment later when he hears the answer. 


"Unit 152 to Central..affirmative.'m onscene at the Texaco station with a possible B € E." 


To be continued. 


- Diez - 


Author's Notes: 

"I'm sure Jesse presented [my drinking problem to the record label] in such a way that it sounded like they 
were dragging me out of the gutter every morning to go to the studio. God knows what he told them. He's 
very manipulative and conniving. A very calculating person" -- Doug Hopkins discussing Jesse Valenzuela in an 


interview with Phoenix New Times, September 30, 1992. 


This is the part of the dream where you're this close to being rescued. Everything up to this point has gone 
wrong. All of your efforts have been in vain. Hope and opportunity have been dangled mockingly within your 
reach and then snatched away the moment you put out your hand. But not this one. This is where the 


nightmare ends. You're sure of it. It'll all be over as soon as you call for help. 

This is the part of the dream where you fill your lungs and open your mouth to shout. 

This is the part of the dream where nothing comes out but dead air. 

Wake up, Jesse. 

WAKE THE FUCK UPI! 

He unclenches his fist from the edge of the cushion It feels real enough. Everything feels real enough. Too real 
to be a dream. To real to be a hallucination, he wants to say, although he knows with gut-sinking certainty 
that at least half of what he's experienced since he woke up on the road falls under the realm of delirium. For 
all he knows, the cop outside is as imaginary as Doug. An auditory mirage. A fata morgana with a two-way 


radio. 


Jesse reaches over and pinches himself just to satisfy his own morbid curiosity. He was obviously asleep a 


minute ago. It would be irresponsible not to make sure he isn't still dreaming, delusional or not. 

The pinch hurts like hell. 

So do the knuckles of his pinching hand. He looks down and notices how swollen and abraded they are. They 
weren't like this before. Before he hauled off and clocked Doug in the teeth, that is. Or clocked something he 
thought was Doug. Either way, the discomfort should have been enough to wake him if he was indeed still 
asleep. At least he's proven one point. 


"Copy that, 152..is backup requested?" 


Much louder now. Much closer now. 


The backbeat of Jesse's pulse gives way to a percussion solo played directly on his eardrums. That he can 
hear the approaching footsteps over it tells him just how close the officer really is. 


"Negative, Central.'m continuing in.stand by for scene report." 
This is it, Jesse tells himself. 


This is the part where you put up your hands and yell for help. Stay where you are. Don't try to move. Let 
the officer see how sick and exhausted and injured you are. Tell him you almost got hit by a car and you think 
you have a concussion. Show him your bloody knee. Tell him you've been walking for hours in the hot sun with 
no water. You're hungry. You're dehydrated. You're seeing things that aren't really there. You only broke in to 
see if there was anything to drink You were hoping there would be a phone. You've never been in trouble with 


the law before and you promise to pay for the damage, but first you need medical attention 
Please, officer. Take me fo a hospital Somethings really fucking wrong, | can tell 
| think | might actually be dying 


Jesse's heart clenches at the thought, then kicks back into a frantic beat when he hears boots crunching 
through the dirt right behind the still-boarded window. 


Right behind his head. 


He closes his eyes and envisions the room in darkness. Remembers himself crawling naked across the floor (in 
what he tried to convince himself for days afterward was a drug dream) and crouching in terror in the office 
because he was sure he was about to be arrested. He's sure he's about to be arrested now--or at least 
after they take him to the hospital--and he assures himself that it doesn't matter. He hasn't been smoking 
weed. He hasn't smoked weed in three years, in fact, and he doesn't have drugs or anything else in his 
possession that would incriminate him. The band has a good lawyer who can probably convince the police to 
drop the charges on the grounds of Jesse's medical condition. He has nothing to fear except perhaps some 
minor embarrassment and teasing from the guys. The impulse to hide is nothing but an irrational psychic 
imprint from the last time he and Doug were here. That's all. The officer outside is the help he's been waiting 
for. All he has to do is open his mouth to shout. 


But what about Doug? 
Doug's not here, he tells the voice inside his head. 
You know he cant come with you. 


Of course not. Because he's not real. 


Are you just going to leave him behind? Walk away and abandon him all over again? 

"Shut up," he whispers. 

Like he doesn't even matter? 

“Shut up, shut up!" 

You'll never see him again if you do this 

Jesse clenches his skull in both fists, wincing at the pain and fighting the urge to beat himself senseless. 
Except that he's already insane. Literally fucking insane. He knows he can't abandon someone who doesn't even 
exist, and he knows that the mere suggestion is just one more symptom of whatever the hell is wrong with 
him. Whatever will inevitably kill him if he doesn't reveal his location and get his ass into that police car right 
now. 

The footsteps are even closer now. They're approaching the broken window. He hears the unmistakable crunch 
of heavy boot soles on shards of glass. He swallows against the lump in his throat. He fills his lungs and parts 
his lips to call out. 

"Central to I52..Central to 152." 

The officer stops in his tracks. 


"Go ahead for 152" 


"Central to 152 requesting backup Code 3 for a motor vehicle accident three miles east of your 


location.repeat, requesting all available units Code 3." 

"152 to Central, copy that, show me responding Code 3 from my current location" 

Jesse exhales. Or rather, the breath is pulled from his lungs as if the air is breathing instead of him. He and 
Doug are alone again. They're still invisible. They're still safe. He hasn't abandoned Doug and he hasn't betrayed 
himself. That's all he ever wanted, right? To keep Doug without having to lose everything else? Well, here they 
are. Alone and invisible and safe. Except-- 

Except: 


"WAITI" Jesse croaks. 


The realization has struck him like a fist to the jaw, knocking his heart into his throat and dousing his insides 
with hot adrenaline. Not that he's protecting someone who isn't there. Not that he's clinging for dear life to a 
hallucination. Its that the footsteps are retreating much faster than they approached. Those heavy boots are 


hitting the ground like drumsticks. The cop is running away. 

Running like hell, in fact. 

"No, come back! COME BACK!" 

He heaves himself up--arms pinwheeling, body teetering, good leg wobbling beneath the sudden weight--and 
closes the distance between the couch and the broken window in four impossible hops. He can still hear the 
radio somewhere outside. That means the cop is still there. 

It's not too late. 

It's not too-- 

Then the door slams and the engine turns over. 

"No, no, no, NO." 

Jesse throws his leg over the window ledge. Pain shoots upward in a volley of arrows. He doesn't care. Glass 
shards claw at his jeans and puncture his palms. He doesn't care. He grips the sill and hurls his body back out 
into the burning daylight. He lands mercifully on his hip instead of the ruined knee. It still hurts, and Jesse 
yelps like a gut-shot coyote at the impact, but he refuses to stop. He smears blood on the window frame as 
he rights himself. Blood is okay. Blood means he's alive. Then he spots the discarded broom handle at his feet. 
The surge of hope Jesse feels as he snatches it up dissolves instantly into liquid panic as the car pulls away. 


"Stop!" he wheezes over the sound of crunching asphalt. "I'm still here! I'm still here!" 


But by the time he hobbles from the back of the gas station to the front, the policeman is gone. Not even the 
car is visible beyond the rise in the road. Its nothing but a memory. An already dissipating cloud of dust. 


lm stil here, echoes the voice in Jesse's mind. 

Still here. 

Still. 

Here. 

All at once, the world dissolves into a boiling blur and Jesse feels his face collapse in on itself. 


"Nooo-0-0-0-oh.." he moans, grasping desperately at the crutch as sobs wrack his body. "No..no..don't leave 


me, please..l'm still here." 


"Jesse?" 
His heart stops cold in his chest. 


There is no shock at the sound of Doug's voice this time. No relief either. There is only realization. Then 


resentment. Then rage. 

Jesse feels his lips peel back in a snarl as he turns around. 

"You..." he breathes. 

"Its okay, man. He wouldn't have been able to help you anyway.” 

"How would you know? You weren't even here.” 

"Just trust me." 

"Trust you?" The edges of Jesse's vision go red. " Trust you? After you fuckin’ left me?" 

"Jesse--" 

"Where did you go, Doug? Huh? Where were you?" 

"Let's get you back inside." 

"WHERE THE FUCK WERE YOU?!" 

He doesn't even wait for a reply. As soon as Doug steps toward him, Jesse swings the broom handle with all 
his might. It collides with Doug's shoulder and sends him staggering to one side. Jesse swings again. This time it 
strikes Doug's skull. There's a hollow crack! like a baseball bat snapping in two--and indeed, as Doug goes down, 
Jesse watches a splintered length of wood go sailing through the air. The impact knocks Jesse off balance. 
Before he can stop himself, his weight shifts to the damaged leg and there's another crack One he feels more 


than hears. One that engulfs his knee in flames of agony and drops him straight to the pavement. 


The sky spins. At the center is the sun, unmoving, still directly above their heads as if not a moment has 
passed. 


There is no time in the desert. 
There is no time when you're dying. 


When you're dying, you have all the time in-- 


"Fuck, Jesse." Doug rises to a crouch in his peripheral vision. "Just stop it already." 
And what, Doug? Let myself die? Is that what you want? 


The sun abruptly goes dark as a figure looms over him. Or rather, the figure itself has gone dark, the sky 


around it now searingly bright as if Jesse were staring directly into a solar eclipse. 

Santa Muerte, he thinks. 

| should have known hed look exactly lke you 

He feels the remaining length of broom handle being eased from his grasp. Jesse tightens his fists, refusing to 
be disarmed so easily or waste what little strength he has left. He's already gone down fighting. he'll be 
damned if he doesn't die the same way. 

"Let go of me," he growls. 

‘lm not the one holding on, Jesse. That was always you." 

"The fuck are you talking about?" 

"Look at your hands," Doug says calmly. 

Lifting his head feels like lifting a boulder with his neck, but Jesse forces himself to do it just so he can prove 
Doug wrong. What he sees in his grasp is not the weapon he remembers clutching as he fell. Both halves of 
the splintered broom handle are lying on the pavement several yards from Jesse's fallen body. Clutched in his 
fists instead are Doug's wrists. Long and slender and cold as wood. They were never more than skin and bone 


as long as Jesse has known him. 


"That wasn't." he gulps helplessly, his throat once again gritty with sand. How many more times is he going to 
literally bite the dust before this nightmare is over? "No. You're lying.” 


"How can | be lying about whats right in front of you?" 

"| dont know! You tricked me or something, You took the stick out of my hands when | wasn't looking” 
"Jesse, the stick came out of your hands when you broke it! 

"Yeah. When | broke it over your fucking head! 


"What are you talking about?" Doug asks. "You broke the stick from leaning on it too hard. That's why you fell 
down. That's why you're on the ground." 


"No. YOU fell down. YOU hit the ground. | know, because l'm the one who put you there.” 
Doug shakes his head. 
"Yes | did," Jesse insists. "Right after | asked where you were. Tell me l'm lying!" 


"Dude, that's when your crutch broke. | tried to catch you but you fell and hit your head. You were out for a 
couple seconds. When | bent down to wake you up, that's when you grabbed my arms like you wanted to fight.” 


"Trying to tell me | imagined it?" 

"You said so yourself, you've been delirious this whole time." 

"No way. You're fucking with my head, man. You're trying to make me look crazy. 
Doug chuckles. "You don't need my help with that." 

"Fuck youl" 

"Okay, I'm sorry. That was a cheap shot" 


Jesse spits the dirt from his mouth, wishing a second too late that he'd aimed for Doug's eye instead of 
turning his face to the side. 


"lm not kidding, asshole." 

‘Neither am I," Doug says. "I'm just trying to help you see the truth. That's all I've been doing this whole time." 
"That's hilarious. An imaginary person talking about the truth." 

"Well, they say humor is the last sense to go when you die." 

Jesse glares. 

"Come on. At least admit that one was funny.” 


"You're such a fuckwad. How can you sit there and make jokes when my only hope of getting out of here just 


drove off without me?" 
"First of all, he couldn't have helped you anyway.” 


"You already said that!" Unless / imagined that too. "The hell do you even mean? He was a cop. It's their job to 
fucking help people." 


"Just trust me on this." 
"Will you PLEASE stop being so goddamn cryptic?" 


"Look, it doesn't matter now anyway. He's gone. You're here. In the middle of the road in the burning sun 


Obviously we have bigger things to worry about right now. Like getting you back inside." 

"Like helll" Jesse retorts. "I'm not going anywhere with you." 

"So we're back to this, are we?" 

"Back to what?" 

"Telling me to fuck off and changing your mind after l'm gone and then doing it all over again after you've 
caught up with me. And don't try to tell me you're not yourself right now. | know that, Jesse. But its not just 
today. It's been like this for the last three years. Ever since." 

He gazes off into the distance. 

What, Doug? Ever since what? 

"we first came here." 

Fucking hypocrite. Accuse me of avoiding the subject and now you can't bring yourself to say it either. 

"Fine," Jesse says. "I get it. 'm a dickhead. But what about you? Where the hell were you after | woke up back 
there? You make a show of wanting to help me, and then when someone actually shows up, | can't get out 
there in time because l'm fucking crippled and you're nowhere to be found!" 


'| didn't help you because you didn't want to leave." 


Jesse hears a high-pitched metallic tweak! somewhere deep in his head. The sound a guitar string makes when 


its wound too tight. The sound a nerve makes when it's plucked by those same reckless fingers. 
"Which brings us to my second point," Doug goes on. "You didn't need me to carry your ass outside. That cop 
was already there. All you had to do was call for help. At that point, he still could have. He hadn't gotten that 


other call yet. But no. You kept your mouth shut the entire time he was out there because you weren't ready 


to go." 
"That's not true!" 


Liar. 


"Yes it is. You sat there as frozen as you were the night we got high and that old man showed up to take a 
leak. All you wanted was for him to leave you alone. All you wanted was to stay hidden inside where no one 


would see. 
"No | didn't!" 

Youre a lar, Jesse. A lar and a coward When will you admit it? When will you finally be honest with yourself? 
"What were you afraid of?" Doug asks. "You had your chance. Why didn't you take if?" 

"Because | wasn't ready," 


The words leave Jesse's mouth before he even has time to think them. Before he has time to rearrange them 


in his head. Before he has time to lie. 
"Ready for what?" 


To be with you Not like we were in the gas station, or in the motel, or in your apartment. | wasn't ready to be 


with you the way you wanted. 

"| don't know, man..." 

"Yes you do." 

No matter how much | wanted it too. 

| wasn't ready to leave you." 

The strength rushes out of Jesse's body all at once. With it goes the will to fight and the anger and the pain. 
At least until he lets go of Doug's wrists and his skull thumps the pavement again and he winces at the ache. 
His palms still sting. His knee continues screaming. And yet a strange sort of numbness has settled over him 
like a blanket. Cold, heavy, helpless, but undeniably peaceful at the same time. Sort of like bleeding to death. 
Which at this point is one hundred percent possible. 

“That's why | went looking for you," Jesse continues, his voice now an exhausted whisper. "All those times | 
showed up at your shows. All those times | knocked at your door. | thought I'd lost my chance, but then you 
came back. | wasn't ready to leave before | said what | wanted to say." 


"And what was that?" 


That Im sorry. Im sorry for running away. Im sorry for lying about your drinking. Im sorry | got you fired from 


the band just so you would leave me alone. That was selfish and cruel and fucked up and Im sorry. Im sorry, Doug. 
Im sorry for all of it 


"What, Jesse? What did you want to say?" 

That | should be where you are now. 

| missed you." He swallows the rest of it away. "I really missed you. That's all." 

Coward. 

Two-faced lying coward 

Doug smiles that old crooked smile. The devious one. The knowing one. The one that spread across his face 
when Jesse urged him to pull into the gas station coming up on their right so that they could smoke the weed 
Doug had been holding onto the entire trip. The one he reserved only for Jesse, and only when they were 


sharing a secret. 


"Well, here | am. And here we are. And we may as well make use of the time we have while we still have it. 


What do you say?" 
If Doug knows he's lying, he obviously doesn't feel like letting on right now. 
That's just fine with Jesse. 


"You're right," he says. "Although it's not like | have much choice. I'm pretty sure | broke my fucking leg." 


To be continued. 


